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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
The structure of history tends to be determined by who said what. The 
texture of life is determined by who is listening. 
- Samuel R. Delany1 
Brief Introduction 
History had its origins in myth-telling and storytelling. This study examines 
how Herodotus, the early Greek pioneer of history, created Xerxes, the central 
Persian character of his Histories in relation to these origins. 
Herodotus crafted his story in a way different from that of the tale-tellers of 
the past, such as Homer and the Greek playwrights. He did this by making inquiries 
the key, critical component of his content. His story tried to ask the questions that 
could help him--and thus Herodotus' own audience-understand why the Persian 
Wars occurred. As a storyteller, he knew that he had an opportunity to pass on his 
understanding of the causes of the war, and eventually finished the Histories with 
that objective in mind. 
His style contains elements from the Greek epics, as well as the tragedians, 
poets, and geographers of his time.2 Though indebted to them, his style 
represented a new approach, one that combined narrative techniques with acquiring 
evidence in a manner similar to the scientific method. The sort of investigation he 
did became the fundamental principle of the modern study of history. However, 
some of the writing and storytelling techniques Herodotus used were abandoned by 
later historians, starting with Thucydides who wrote soon afterwards of the 
1 S. Delany, The Jewel Hinged Jaw, p. 83. 
2 
Peloponnesian War, in part because those techniques were deemed unscientific. 
Herodotus' storytelling style did not last long, even amongst the Greeks. 
Greek historian Thucydides did not follow it and his successor, Xenophon, mimicked 
Thucydides as best he could. The 19th century saw philosophers applying science 
to history, in an attempt to find universal laws of man and nature within the field. By 
the 20th century those creative writing techniques used so extensively by Herodotus 
to tell the tales that represented his research had been compartmentalized among 
fields, shifted away and split up amongst different disciplines such as journalism and 
fiction writing. 
Despite the shift away from his style of writing and his methodology, 
Herodotus' Histories is still a primary text within the field of history. It has been 
mined for material by writers for centuries, and this practice continues. For 
example, his story of the battle of Thermopylae was expanded by later writers like 
Diodorus Siculus, and has been returned to repeatedly in the last few decades. 
Movie producers, fiction writers, history writers, and comic book artists have all 
written texts based on the legend of that battle. 
The relationship between history and writing has been changing. 
Narratology, the reading of narrative discourse, and associated writing techniques 
have been increasingly applied to fields such as history over the years. Journalists 
such as Tom Wolfe created a stir in the 1960s and 70s by incorporating dialogue as 
well as scene- and world-building techniques into their news writing. Essayists such 
as Steven Jay Gould, writing about hard science, borrow some of the techniques of 
2 This would include playwrights such as Sophocles and Aeschylus; poets like Pindar; and geographers such as 
3 
good storytelling to help create interest in formerly esoteric topics for the proverbial 
common reader. 3 
On the other hand, some fiction writers are making use of the historical 
method to strengthen their fiction. Steven Pressfield (author of Gates of Fire) and 
Jean Auel (author of the Clan of the Cave Bear cycle) combine extensive historical 
research with their fiction writing, as does Colleen McCullough (The First Man in 
Rome). These authors wrote New York Times bestsellers by combining historical 
research with creative writing techniques in a way similar to Herodotus. 
Selecting Herodotus as a Focus of Study 
Herodotus wrote his Histories sometime between the years 460 BCE and 430 
BCE.4 Herodotus did something new for his time by combining historical research, 
ethnography, geography, and biography with good old fashioned storytelling "tricks 
of the trade". He brought alive an old conflict for his era by recounting centuries of 
stories and anecdotes and the fading memories that were available. Thus, he 
brought the past "up to date", similar to the manner that Ken Burns' "The Civil War" 
or Steven Ambrose's Band of Brothers have done for other topics in the modern era. 
Fragments of earlier Greek writers survive to the present, as do the Homeric 
tales and plays of the tragedians. Herodotus certainly is not the earliest writer of his 
age. However, he is the earliest complete source we have who did something that 
we would today consider historical research. His methodology could be considered 
Hecataeus. 
3 " •• .I will, of course, clarify language, mainly to remove the jargon that does impede public access. But I will 
not make concepts either more simple or more unambiguous than nature's own complexity dictates. I intend my 
essays for professionals and lay readers alike ... " Gould, Dinosaur in a Haystack, p. xiv. 
4 Burn, Histories, p. 14 discusses one possible chronology. 
4 
primitive and weak. For example, he often tells different versions of the same 
anecdote and tells us which one he believes, but that belief is often nothing more 
than opinion. Some of his conclusions are likewise weak or illogical, but at least he 
tried to determine "what really happened". His quest centered around trying to 
determine what caused the wars between Persia and Greece. He wove his results 
into an epic sprawling tapestry that could be admired as art or history by the 
masses--or even attacked because of this combination. His Greek is accessible and 
even in translation his witty authorial personality is usually not diminished. 
A Quick Overview of the Thesis Framework 
This thesis examines how creative writing techniques have been used in the 
Histories to build the character of Xerxes. Herodotus used the techniques freely to 
create this important character, who represented not just the Persians, but by his 
extremes and excesses he displayed to the Greek audience just what it meant to be 
non-Greek. The thesis discusses how these techniques were identified, defined, 
and categorized. 
The analysis section examines the details that Herodotus discovered or 
created to build his literary portrait of Xerxes. While it seems clear that this 
character could not be the "real" Xerxes, it does display a character that could be 
real for the Greek audience. 
The conclusion section considers the value these techniques have for a 
modern historian. It concludes that because of the nature of history, with its reliance 
on interpretation and imagination, historians as well as writers in other disciplines 
employing the scientific method can feel justified in using those techniques. 
5 
This thesis examines Herodotus' writing itself. It is not interested in 
examining the truthfulness of his account or the reported details in and of 
themselves. Rather, it is making use of an interdisciplinary eye in order to highlight 
the writing methods and techniques that this Father of History used to construct his 
Histories. 
Basic Expectations of the Analysis 
Thucydides and Xenophon wrote histories in the 4th and 5th centuries BCE as 
well. However, the art of history lost something when Thucydides took charge of 
this new prose field. I do not have the skill to attempt his Greek, but reports indicate 
that it is thick, hard to read, and occasionally painfully so.5 Thucydides is, by design, 
dry and has an "absence of romance" as Thucydides himself said at 1.22.4 of The 
Peloponnesian War. It is blunt, rhetorically designed to often be seen as hard fact, 
and helped to establish a long tradition that would follow, consisting of chronological 
interpretations that downplayed or eliminated "character'' from history. 
Xenophon wrote a history after Thucydides, finishing the Peloponnesian War 
and also writing of subsequent events. He was neither the skilled storyteller that 
Herodotus was nor possessed the investigative skills of Thucydides. He used the 
chronological style of his immediate predecessor, if not his rigor or intelligence. 
This thesis will illustrate some specific writing techniques found in Herodotus, 
and show that he made use of all of them to build his portrait of Xerxes. In doing so, 
questions are raised about how much both interpretation and imagination affect 
5 Strassler speaks to this when he said, "There is little argument that Thucydides' prose is difficult, and at times 
nearly incomprehensible." Strassler, The Landmark Thucydides, p. xiv. 
6 
creative writing and history. I expect they are mutually compatible, and that history 
as a discipline can benefit from implementing a greater use of "creative" writing. 
7 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
... the study of mediocre works of art remains a random and peripheral form of 
critical experience, whereas the profound masterpiece draws us to a point at 
which we seem to see an enormous number of converging patterns of 
significance. 
- Northrop Frye6 
Introduction 
The research phase of this project, due to the intended interdisciplinary 
approach, was a long one that ultimately focused on how Herodotus created the 
literary character of Xerxes. 
The project was initially designed to investigate the range of fiction writing 
techniques present in Herodotus' Histories. To that extent, the research includes a 
number of scholarly analyses of Herodotus, several guides to writing, and a number 
of works regarding historiography. 
Writing Techniques 
Two writing guides, one by Orson Scott Card and the other by Nancy Kress, 
were excellent books from "The Elements of Fiction Writing" series that discussed 
crafting stories as well as characters. These contained practical advice for both the 
novice and the veteran fiction writer. Two more books explicitly dealt with writing 
science fiction (How to Write Science Fiction and Fantasy by Card, The Jewel 
Hinged Jaw by Samuel R. Delany) from which I was able to gather ideas relevant to 
this thesis. I was disappointed by the lack of insight offered by Historians of the 
Living Past (in fact it reinforced the problems I see in historical writing), but gained 
6 N. Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 17. 
8 
much from Beyond Intuition, a guide for magazine writing, by Patricia Westfall. The 
Process of Media Writing and the AP Guide to News Writing reinforced ideas about 
the importance of research and interviewing.7 Finally, despite difficulty in finding 
multi-disciplinary journal articles, I did find some that contained useful insights into 
the nature of the difference between North and South American news writing. 
These practical guides were supplemented by Lang's Herodotean Narrative 
and Discourse as well as modern fictional narratives drawn from Herodotus, such as 
Frank Miller's 300 and Steven Pressfield's Gates of Fire. Joseph Campbell's 
stUdies of mythology in The Hero with a Thousand Faces and The Power of Myth 
gave good insights into archetypes, an important viewpoint to keep in mind when 
analyzing character. 
Drawing upon experience as well as the research, I chose to categorize the 
various selected techniques into five broad categories. The categories are: 
• Creation of central theme or themes 
• Plotting 
• Audience Analysis 
• World Building 
• Characterization 
Once I had defined these categories, I did a preliminary analysis of the 
Histories in order to confirm that the categories as defined could be found in 
Herodotus' writing. This confirmation prompted further research and led to other 
7 While beyond the scope of this thesis to properly discuss in full, I think an interesting point to consider is news 
writing is the closest modem descendant of Herodotus' combination of writing and investigative techniques. 
9 
texts, such as J. E. Van Der Veen's The Significant and the Insignificant, Flory's The 
Archaic Smile of Herodotus, and lmmerwahr's Form and Thought in Herodotus, 
among others. Van Der Veen and Lang also introduced me to other narrative 
techniques, such as ring composition, that are found in Herodotus, but these were 
outside the bounds and interests of this thesis. lmmerwahr discussed the character 
of Xerxes in reference to his extremes and actions, but he did not explicitly examine 
Xerxes as a literary character. Finally, I found that some authors talked about 
themes to be found in Herodotus, a few seeming quite certain that they had found 
"the" theme while others saw several themes and motifs. 
Historical Accuracy 
Good historians are rightfully concerned about dealing with evidence truthfully 
and correctly. Several historians have written about vacillating critical opinion on 
Herodotus' accuracy, and so I felt it necessary to examine some of this dialogue. 
To this end, historical interpretations on the accuracy of Herodotus and of the 
Persian wars included material found in J. F. Lazenby's The Defense of Greece, 
Peter Green's The Greco-Persian Wars, A. R. Bum's Persia and the Greeks, and 
Aeschylus' The Persians. Commentaries on The Persians by Edith Hall and the 
Histories by How and Wells proved to be of some use. 
However, determining Herodotus' historical accuracy is not the objective of 
this thesis. Its usefulness lies in that it provides important considerations for the 
philosophical arguments about the important place of interpretation and imagination 
in the historical process. Interpretation and imagination will be discussed later. 
10 
Philosophical Issues 
The use of writing techniques commonly associated with fiction writing in 
today's society led me to question the appropriateness of their presence in historical 
writing. I knew the power and success of some historical writing in text and film, but 
I was concerned with upholding a high standard of historical accuracy. Would it be 
possible and proper to employ fiction techniques in presenting history? Several 
books and essays by R. G. Collingwood were helpful in this regard, most importantly 
The Idea of History. He strongly argues for the necessary presence of imagination-
-a key element of fiction and writing in general--in the interpretation of history. 
Ultimately reading his works, as well as those of Hayden White, Simon Hornblower's 
Greek Historiography (which contains a number of essays by different authors), 
Umberto Eco, and a few others led me down a path of the philosophy of history that 
reaches beyond the scope of this study. It is certainly beyond the task of this paper 
to answer the question, "What is history?" Nevertheless, the issue underlies much 
of the analysis that I perform here. Thus, I will later talk about the appropriateness 
of the use of imagination in history. 
The greatest danger I encountered during my research for this project was an 
initial uncertainty of where to draw the proverbial line in the sand. It would have 
been far simpler in many ways to have focused exclusively on just one discipline 
and tackle Herodotus in that manner. However, writing and storytelling encompass 
a realm of possibilities, ranging from the incorporation and meaning of mythological 
archetypes to literary criticism to investigations of fact and truth. The entire aspect 
of oral composition and storytelling, which no doubt had effects on how Herodotus 
11 
presented his information, are similarly left out. There is a wealth of unexplored 
material still available that may be pertinent to an investigation of the way in which 
Herodotus built his character of Xerxes, but it will have to be explored in subsequent 
work. 
Herodotus' Sources 
It would be nice to know whom Herodotus used as his Persian informants, 
but unless more primary texts come to light, we will never be able to more than 
surmise. We know that he talked to a wide range of people, such as priests in 
Egypt, old Greeks with memories or tales from their fathers of the battles of 
Marathon and Salamis, and at least a couple of Persian sources he does not 
explicitly name. He certainly had a range of stories to choose from, current among 
the Greeks as well as amongst those living under the Persian reign (neighboring 
Scythians to Ionian Greeks to Lydians and Phoenicians). 
Herodotus often wrote things such as "as the story goes", indicating to a 
reader that often he could not supply raw fact or that the material was a commonly 
held view. He did not linger on these clauses, but simply seems to have accepted 
that history could be built from memory and interpretation. These clauses also 
serve to inform the reader that the author is aware the "facts" he is relating are 
stories, and thus may not be literally true. That same style, though, can lead a 
reader to accept other statements as true when such clauses are not used. This is 
a rhetorical strategy that Plutarch saw throughout the Histories and reported in his 
essay "On the Malice of Herodotus". It is one of many things for which he 
condemned Herodotus. 
12 
Herodotus built the world found in the Histories from the materials he had at 
hand. He spent a lot of time and energy describing both the lands and the peoples 
of Asia and Africa, for it was these people who formed the Persian empire. He 
reached into myth for early tales and beliefs, as well as into the much-more recent 
history of the culture, just a couple of generations outside of living memory. He 
understood cause and effect, and wanted to find out why the world was as it 
currently was in his time. His era was shaped in an encompassing way by the 
Persians, and so they had to be key. While the ancient Greek notion of the 
reciprocity of revenge could have been the cause of the constant conflict between 
the Greeks and Persians, he understood that the reasons behind events were 
broader than that, giving possible reasons above and beyond such a simple notion. 
At least one of Herodotus' sources must have been the tragedy named The 
Persians. The poet Aeschylus produced The Persians in the 470s. The poet's 
brother died at Marathon, and Aeschylus fought there himself. It seems doubtful 
that he would be sympathetic towards the Persians. Regardless, at the time of the 
play's composition he had living memories of fighting the Medes. In terms of writing 
The Persians, Aeschylus is interested in the message of the play, not facts. Even 
so, it would not be sensible for him to deviate from common accepted stories, such 
as the number of ships at Salamis. Deviating from accepted fact could cause 
audience members to experience some level of cognitive dissonance, and as an 
author the poet would not have wanted that to take away from the power and pathos 
of his play. 
The Persians is also the first play of many by Euripedes, Aeschylus, and 
13 
Sophocles that centered on the homecoming of a male head of the house. The 
homecoming story was already something of a tradition, with the tales of 
Agamemnon and Odysseus having come down from Greek posterity. Thus, it was a 
familiar type of tale, suited to the audience of the day. A Greek audience would 
have had a variety of expectations for a tale. It had a kind of narrative history to 
itself that would shape a story. 
Herodotus' Audience from Our Perspective 
We can infer that eyewitness testimony is important and carries weight when 
one is reporting news for that Greek audience (just as eyewitness accounts are a 
staple of news reporting today). The messenger in Aeschylus' The Persians clearly 
plays to that understanding when he says "I myself witnessed the damage suffered, 
Persians, and can give you an account of it. I did not hear about it from other 
people."8 Herodotus did not have first-hand access to the events he described, but 
he did have some evidence: the first hand accounts of the old soldiers and citizens 
who had fought against the Persians.9 Herodotus does the same thing that modern 
reporters do by attributing quotes and details to his informants, either explicitly or by 
word choice and tense. 
Truly understanding the Persian point of view and that of Xerxes would seem 
to have been initially difficult for a Greek. However, this should not be as difficult a 
task as it might first appear. The Ionian Greeks had been living under Persian rule 
for years, ever since Cyrus had conquered the Ionian coast (sometime around 546/5 
8 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1266-268. 
9 Collingwood, The Idea of History, p. 24. Speaking about the Greeks, he wrote "Evidence consists of 
14 
BCE). 10 The Greeks had been living peaceably under Persian rule for almost 50 
years, at which point they revolted under Aristagoras in 499, possibly in part 
because of the high taxes and fiscal liability that Darius was forcing upon them as 
well as the Persian strategy of installing tyrannies over the Ionian Greek cities. 11 
Herodotus could have been calling upon memories of almost 80-100 years worth of 
Greco-Persian interactions, depending upon when he began writing the Histories. 
The Greeks and Persians should have known each other well by then, having lived 
in contact with each other for generations. Finally, Herodotus himself was born and 
raised in Halicarnassus, a city within the Persian empire. 
Herodotus shows an awareness that hearsay and tall-tales mixed with fiction 
and truth were the sources by which many mainland Greeks knew of the Persians. 
Under Cyrus, Cambyses, and the early years of Darius, the Persian rulers 
conquered country after country; in fact, until Darius failed to conquer Scythia, it is 
quite reasonable that they would seem invincible. Herodotus says of the Athenian 
troops at Marathon, "They were the first Greeks, so far as I know, to charge at a run, 
and the first who dared to look without flinching at Persian dress and the men who 
wore it; for until that day came, no Greek could hear even the word Persian without 
terror."12 Persian successes had created a mystique about the Persians that was 
surely only increased by the distance that the tales had to travel. 
Herodotus was very conscious of his audience, as any good storyteller had to 
be. The Histories were likely prepared for public performance, and that means an 
eyewitness narratives, and the historical method consists of eliciting these." 
10 Burn, Persia and the Greeks, p. 45, 48. 
11 Burn, Persia and the Greeks, p. 193-196. 
15 
active audience would be responding to what he wrote and said.13 He chose not to 
say too much about any Greek. Themistocles is slandered a bit but still allowed his 
rightful glory; Leonidas receives no speeches; Miltiades--keep in mind he was a 
tyrant before fleeing to Athens and the audience knew it--receives both praise for his 
actions at Marathon as well as accusations of ill-conduct later; Aristeides' reputation 
remains high, but little is said about him; Eurybiades is portrayed mostly as a 
conservative Spartan willing to abandon the rest of Greece in order to hole up in the 
Peloponnese; Adeimantus the Corinthian is shown only as a bribable sharp-tongued 
enemy of Themistocles; Pausanias is shown in remarkably good light as the hero of 
Platea; in short, no important Greek fighting for Greece receives full character 
development, nor are too many bad things said about any one important man. 
Themistocles receives the most attention, the slander and cleverness working 
together to create an image comparable to that of wily Odysseus. 
Even though his audience was Greek, it may not be so strange that he gave 
such brief treatments of the Greeks. By the time that he was writing, the Greek 
leaders in the Persian war were dead or extremely elderly. The Greeks, with an oral 
storytelling tradition that encouraged embellishment, had been shaping the 
Marathon and Thermopylae stories for years, and doubtless the same occurred for 
Salamis and Platea.14 Herodotus, whether he wanted to or not, would be hard 
pressed to alter the Greek characters involved or to ignore the popular tale. In fact, 
he shows himself careful to avoid saying too much about any one Greek but 
12 Herodotus, Histories, p. 429 (penguin), VI.112. 
13 Burn, Histories, p. 12. 
14 Ghosts in armor were already part of the Marathon tale by the time that Herodotus wrote, and by the time of 
16 
generalizes statements about the Athenians, the Spartans, and the Greeks of the 
other cities. He is very clear when he chooses to defend Athens, even though he 
knows his audience will not like it; he understands his audience, but has discovered 
a point (Athens saved Greece) that cannot be ignored despite an audience.15 
His audience was generally hostile to Thebes, so Herodotus accommodates 
that by having the 400 Thebans at the battle be unwilling hostages/captives. The 
city of Thebes was generally acknowledged as having Medized during the Persian 
Wars, and Thebans were viewed with scorn, contempt, and anger for this. 16 
Herodotus states that the troops left Thermopylae by Leonidas' orders, all except 
the Thespians and the Thebans, who were "detained by Leonidas as hostages very 
much against their will" .17 It is likely the Thebans were pro-Greek men out of place 
in Persian-sympathetic Thebes, and either they volunteered to stay behind--having 
nothing to look forward to back home--or that Leonidas kept them because there 
was no point in conserving them to fight later. Herodotus would not have wanted to 
try to explain that, not given the Greeks and their memories. He took a big enough 
risk when he proposed that Athens saved Greece; no sense in fighting against a 
wide-spread belief in Theban medism, too. 
Herodotus also reports slander against the Corinthians in regards to their 
Diodorus Siculus the battle ofThermopylae included a raid on Xerxes' tent. 
15 Herodotus, Histories, p. 487 (Penguin), VIl.139. 
16 The terms Mede and Persian were synonymous for the Greeks, and many northern Greek states had no choice 
but to submit--medize--when the Persian army arrived. Herodotus' treatment of the Thebans at Thermopylae 
(VII.205-234) displays anti-Theban characteristics, although whether Herodotus shared those views or simply 
reported "facts" is debatable. 
17 Herodotus, Histories, p518 (Penguin), VII.222. This "facf' was one of many that would drive Greeks like 
Plutarch to rail against Herodotus. Keeping a hostile force larger than your own professional core of soldiers 
next to you during the final assault by the enemy is dangerous, to say the least. 
17 
actions at Salamis. 18 Thus, he does not isolate individuals in his audience but is 
willing to target cities and peoples, applying some broad labels and using pretty wide 
paint-strokes when he does so. Given the audiences' inclination to do the same, 
this may have been acceptable. 
Finally, his audience was the kind to have been widely-enough aware of 
Herodotus' work that Aristophanes could parody it in the Achamians. 19 The Greeks 
may have been bigoted and headstrong, but they could be assumed to have known 
current tales of their own recent history. 
Recent Events that Shaped Herodotus' Audience 
In order for us to understand Herodotus' audience better, it is also necessary 
to investigate the current events around the time of Herodotus' writing. One primary 
source here is Thucydides' The Peloponnesian War, while others include 
philosophers like Plato, writing about the intellectual movements of the time. 
Herodotus makes a telling statement when he says that during the "three 
generations comprising the reigns of Darius the son of Hystaspes, and of his son 
Xerxes and his grandson Artaxerxes, Greece suffered more misery than in the 20 
generations before Darius was born--partly from the Persian Wars, partly from her 
own internal struggles for supremacy."20 But his story is not about the current mess 
due to Greek feuding, except for what his audience could learn from their semi-
solidarity in face of the Persian military threat years before. 
18 Herodotus, Histories, p. 554-555 (Penguin), VIII.94. In fact, "and the rest of Greece gives evidence in their 
favor." The slander was probably biased by Athenian sources. 
19 Aristophanes, Acharnians, 515-539. These lines contain references to the kidnapping/raping of prostitutes as 
the start of Peloponnesian War, in the same sort of manner as Herodotus talks about the theft oflo and Europa 
as being the start of East/West hostilities. 
18 
During Herodotus' early years, the Delian League was created (around 478) 
and the Athenian navy increased greatly in strength and might during the next 
decade.21 The Athenians freed the Aegean islands from Persian control, but 
essentially took control of those islands themselves by extorting money or ships for 
the war nominally against Persia.22 The Athenians were no longer held in high 
esteem, but increasingly were viewed with anger and fear by their fellow Greeks. 
Sparta would perhaps have made a move against them in the 460s, but Sparta 
suffered a terrible earthquake around 465 that devastated their land and provided 
an opportunity for revolt by the helots.23 Sparta, distrusting the Athenians, 
nonetheless requested but then snubbed Athenian help--according to Thucydides, 
that turned Athenian opinion around dramatically and prompted the Athenians to ally 
with Sparta's enemies. In the 450s, Athens supported Megara, greatly angering 
Corinth, and the Peloponnesian and Athenian armies fought.24 A long mission to 
Egypt, originally involving a couple of hundred ships, was eventually defeated by the 
Persians in 554.25 
Athens became a focal point of power and wealth during this time, becoming 
the capital city in what effectively became an empire in its own right. Money was 
spent on defensive fortifications, building and maintaining ships and ports, as well 
as on architecture, monuments, and temples. Under Pericles, Athens became a 
20 Herodotus, Histories, p. 423 (Penguin), VI.98. 
21 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, I.96-7. Refer to chapter 2 of Hornblower, The Greek World 479-323 
BC, for a discussion of the status of Athens and the nature of the Delian League. 
22 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, 1.99. 
23 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, 1.101. 
24 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, 1.05-6. 
25 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, I.109. 
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center of learning and culture as well, highlighted by his direct and indirect 
sponsorship of sophists. The sophists were teachers and thinkers whose direct 
writings are mostly lost and who have suffered much by the hands of later 
philosophers such as Plato.26 Nonetheless, these teachers (Protagoras, Gorgias, 
and Hippias among others) received fees to teach, and one facet of those teachings 
was to prepare their students to speak and act in order to be more successfully in 
life and in politics. 
Athens was changing, and these new teachers--many foreigners to Athens--
were one symbol of that change. Herodotus came to age in an era of both 
extensive fighting of Greek versus Greek as well as rapid intellectual growth. As 
Kerferd noted, his speculation about the gods has sophistic elements, and 
Herodotus could have had Pericles as a patron like many of the sophists. 
Herodotus was part of the Thurii colonization, for which Protagoras wrote the 
constitution for the new colony. It may be no accident that Herodotus' description of 
animal proliferation in 111.108 sounds much like Protagoras' myth.27 
Herodotus was writing in a time of upheaval and change, and had access to 
the range of people of the time, whether natives or aliens, politicians, thinkers, and 
common people. 
26 "Because of the highly selective and accidental sieve through which the literature of the 5th century has had to 
pass before becoming accessible to us, there is a constant danger of underestimating the vigor and range of the 
written and intellectual discussions going on over matters of public interest." G. B. Kerferd, The Sophisticated 
Movement, p. 162. 
27 G. B. Kerferd, The Sophisticated Movement, p. 150. 
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CHAPTER3: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
This section describes the definition and categorization of the creative writing 
techniques used in Herodotus that will be used to examine the literary character of 
Xerxes. 
The majority of the modern audience is going to be reading Herodotus in 
translation from classical Greek. We make the assumption that the translator 
remains true to the original tone, but the fact is that it is the translator's voice that is 
heard. While "voice" can be thought of as style separate from the techniques used 
to build a story or book, this voice can affect the impact of the techniques. It would 
not be too difficult to ruin an ironic tone, destroy an analogy or metaphor, or bring 
important details into question by a bad word choice or literal translation. 
Creating the Categories of Writing Techniques 
This section of the thesis defines the techniques isolated and investigated in 
light of the characterization of Xerxes in the Herodotus' Histories. I feel it is 
important to firmly establish both the meaning of these techniques and indicate just 
how widely used they are throughout the Histories. 
Herodotus planned to tell many stories to his audience via the Histories, and 
at least nominally focusing on why the Persians and the Greeks fought. By the time 
he had completed the Histories, it was vast in scope and content, spanning 
centuries of myth, semi-history, and living memory. Herodotus certainly understood 
that he must hook his audience, listeners and readers both. Thus, he immediately 
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began the Histories with references back to the glorious, mythic past to search for 
the initial reason why Persia and Greece were enemies . 
... Such then is the Persian story. In their view it was the capture of Troy that 
first made them enemies of the Greeks. 
As to lo, the Phoenicians do not accept the Persian's account; they 
deny they took her to Egypt by force ... So much for what the Persians and 
Phoenicians say; and I have no intention of passing judgement on its truth or 
falsity. I prefer to rely on my own knowledge, and to point out who it was in 
actual fact that first injured the Greeks; then I will proceed with my history, 
telling the story as I go along of small cities no less than of great. For most of 
those which were great once are small today; and those which used to be 
small were great in my own time. Knowing, therefore, that human prosperity 
never abides long in the same place, I shall pay attention to both alike.28 
"I have no intention of passing judgement on its truth or falsity," Herodotus states. 
At the very beginning of his narrative we are reminded of myths, Homer, and the 
Trojan War. He makes several statements which are both wry observations and 
humorous. All of those elements are there for a reason. These elements have 
been categorized in the following way for purposes of this analysis of Xerxes, and 
are discussed below: 
• Creation of central theme or themes 
• Plotting 
• Audience Analysis 
• World Building 
• Characterization 
Theme 
Choosing a theme is a vital step in the act of writing or storytelling. It can also 
be far more complicated than any other metadecision the author makes. As 
28 Herodotus, Histories, p. 43 (Penguin), I. 5. By Herodotus' time, the Phoenicians were part of the Persian 
empire, and could be thought of as "Persian" for purposes of such an account. 
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Westfall says, "This reality, that a topic is not enough, is most baffling for novice 
writers ... A focus promises a reader that the writer will deliver a certain message 
about a topic. The writer will give more than mere information."29 
We do not have much evidence that the prose writers before Herodotus were 
much more than geographers and travel writers, although the record is neither clear 
nor complete. Dionysus of Miletus, if he existed, may have written a history of the 
Persians.30 Hecateus, whom Herodotus did likely use, was primarily a geographer. 
Thus, Herodotus for us is the first prose author in Western culture to have reached 
for the "something more", the meaning behind the information. Identifying what he 
reached for is a whole different task. 
The problem in Herodotus is that there may easily be several themes. These 
include: 
• " ... human prosperity never abides long in the same place ... "31 
• " .. .'Look to the end, no matter what it is you are considering. Often 
enough God gives a man a glimpse of happiness, and then utterly ruins 
him.' .. .''32 
• " ... Thus the daughter of Battus, by the nature and severity of her 
punishment of the Barcaeans, showed how true it is that all excess in 
29 Patricia Westfall, Beyond Intuition: A Guide to Writing and Editing Magazine Non.fiction, p. 38. Westfall 
points out that other words can be used-angle, slant, thesis, theme, point, idea, and message are some of them. 
So many terms for a fundamental concept highlights its necessity and its mysterious nature. 
30 Burn, Histories, p. 24 (Penguin). The Oxford Classical Dictionary (p. 478) says very clearly that ''under no 
circumstances may one take Dionysus to be an important source for Herodotus". 
31 Herodotus, Histories, p. 43 (Penguin), 1.5. 
32 Herodotus, Histories, p. 53 (Penguin), 1.32. Solon is speaking to the Lydian kind Croesus. Likewise, this 
theme is echoed elsewhere, such as when Artabanus, advising the Persian king Xerxes, says 'Remember, I beg 
you, the truth of the old saying, that the end is not always to be seen in the beginning.' (Histories, p. 463, 
VII.52). 
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such things draws down upon men the anger of the gods. "33 
Other writers have found more themes than these. Stewart Flory finds a 
"brave gesture" motif. 34 Charles Fornara emphasizes "the means by which the 
Persians took control of Asia" as one truly historical principle at work as well as "the 
sad recognition of necessity for war is the message inherent in [Herodotus'] work."35 
Thomas Harrison sees Herodotus at work "to confound national stereotypes" and to 
show "the cycle of empires, that hard peoples become softened by power until they 
become the ruled instead of the rulers."36 Doug Mann finds "the central theme in this 
drama being how the overweening pride of the mighty receives its just deserts. "37 
Different people can find things other than those that the author intended; but 
Herodotus provides evidence for the reading of many themes. 
While it can cause confusion, annoyance, or joy on the part of the reader or 
critic, this diversity of themes can help illustrate that Herodotus' Histories represent 
a life's work; as Herodotus grew, matured, and experienced more of life he saw 
more patterns or lessons from life. That did not invalidate his past observations. It 
did mean that Herodotus, as an editor and older writer, may have composed based 
on a changing understanding of life, gained both from living and from seeing his text 
interact with his audiences, or even included some themes as a simple expression 
of the Greek world view. 
Herodotus the editor may not have been a "good" editor as modern writers 
33 Herodotus, Histories, p. 339 (Penguin), IV.205. 
34 S. Flory, "Arion's Leap: Brave Gestures in Herodotus'', American Journal of Philology, p. 441-421. 
35 C. Fomara, Herodotus: An Interpretative Essay, p. 26 and p. 76. 
36 T. Harrison, "Herodotus and the English Patient", Classics Ireland, 1998 v5, p. 3-4 (WWW document). 
37 D. Mann, "Political Ideology as Theatre in Herodotus", Janushead (Fall 1999), p. 1 (WWW document). 
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might think of it. He may have tried to carry too many themes, included too many 
bits of information, and made too interesting digressions for any one book. Several 
separate books could have been created instead of just the Histories; however, 
Herodotus (or his 'publishers') combined them into one text. Whether that was a 
wise choice depends, in large part, on the audience. 
Audience 
Any story, tale, or piece of writing by its nature has an audience. Whether 
the actual audience is the intended one or not is a completely different matter. 
Audience analysis is just as tricky for an author as any other task of writing. 
Westfall provides this definition of an audience: "The qualities and traits editors 
believe their readers possess." For her, they are not people; "audiences are ideas 
about people".38 Trying to isolate an anticipated audience is even harder from the 
perspective of the reader, let alone from the works of an author who has been dead 
for over 2400 years. 
Nonetheless, we can determine at least some aspects of who Herodotus was 
anticipating his audience to be. Herodotus tells us some of it directly: 
An audience hostile to Athens. "At this point I find myself compelled to express 
an opinion which I know most people will object to ... lf the Athenians, through fear of 
the approaching danger, had abandoned their country, or if they had stayed there 
and submitted to Xerxes, there would have been no attempt to resist the Persians 
by sea; and, in the absence of a Greek fleet, it is easy to see what would have been 
the course of events on land .. .in either case the Persian conquest of Greece would 
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have been assured .. .in view of this, therefore, one is surely right in saying that 
Greece was saved by the Athenians. "39 Thus, he anticipates an audience hostile to 
Athens, at least in some way. 
An active audience. Herodotus often asks "them" rhetorical questions, such as 
"Some say that the original river-bed was completely dried up, but I do not believe 
this--for had it been so, how would they have crossed on their return journey?" and 
" .. .is it likely, then, that they would sacrifice human beings? Besides, if Heracles 
was a mere man ... how is it conceivable that he should have killed tens of thousands 
of people?"40 By active, I mean an audience that is going to react to what they read 
or hear. In these (and other) rhetorical questions, Herodotus is anticipating their 
potential reactions and working to make them feel included. 
A rational audience. The audience is rational, or at least is an audience that can 
be appealed to with logic and reasoned arguments. As one example, "Certain 
Greeks, hoping to advertise how clever they are, have tried to account for the 
flooding of the Nile in three different ways. Two explanations are not worth dwelling 
upon ... "41 This prompts him to produce a logical argument for his own theory. In 
other situations, he explains away beliefs such as the Scythian claim that feathers fill 
the northern air: " ... I think myself that it must always be snowing in the northerly 
regions, though less, of course, in summer than winter...No doubt the Scythians and 
38 P. Westfall, Beyond Intuition, p. 13. 
39 Herodotus, Histories, p. 487 (Penguin), VIl.139. 
40 Herodotus, Histories, p. 71(Penguin),1.75, in regards to Croesus' crossing of the Halys river. for the first 
reference, p. 148 (Penguin), 11.45, in regards to the religious prohibitions the Egyptians have in regards to 
animal sacrifices. 
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their neighbors when they talk of the feathers really mean snow--because of the 
likeness between the two."42 Again, he is operating on some sort of rational, 
common-sense approach to life, applying logic when he can. 
An audience willing to deal with digressions. This includes both long and short 
digressions. While many examples could be found, the fact that Herodotus writes "I 
need not apologize for the digression--it has been my plan throughout this work"43 
speaks loudly. 
Other writers and critics have ventured opinions concerning the composition 
of Herodotus' audience. Thucydides may have been referencing Herodotus in his 
Peloponnesian War at 1.22.4 when he wrote "I have written my work, not as an 
essay which is to win the applause of the moment, but as a possession of all time. "44 
Herodotus did give lectures and public readings, as far as we can tell, so that is a 
valid point. Burns wrote "Ancient references to him continually call him a liar; 
apparently to confess to believing Herodotus, by and large, was to invite being 
considered naive."45 This certainly shows some differences in expectations of the 
audience. 
An author's primary reason to analyze (or decide upon) his or her audience is 
to direct the writing to them. If they are not going to want to hear or pay to read 
41 Herodotus, Histories, p. 137 (Penguin), Il.20. Herodotus briefly mentions those implausible explanation and 
then gives a third, which is more 'plausible'--that the annual flooding is due to snow melt. Even though we 
know that this is right, he doesn't, and dismisses it because it doesn't make sense to him. 
42 Herodotus, Histories, p. 281 (Penguin), IV.31. 
43 Herodotus, Histories, p. 280 (Penguin), IV.30. He happens to be considering the fact that mules cannot breed 
in Elis. 
44 Thucydides, Peloponessian War, 1.22.4. Burn implies Thucydides was thinking of Herodotus (p. 29 of the 
Penguin edition of Histories), but as Fomara has pointed out it may not have been meant as a rebuke. 
Nonetheless, it does say something about who Thucydides perceived Herodotus' audience to be. 
45 Burn, Histories, p. 28. 
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what has been written, then the writer himself is his only audience. In creative 
writing there is often an assumption on the part of the author that a willing audience 
will come, but it is a dangerous assumption to make for an author seeking popular 
success. 
In order to form this idea of audience, some questions typically asked by 
modern journalists are excellent ones to apply. Is the story timely? While often 
meant to determine whether a news story is really "old" news, a timely story is one in 
which the theme(s) or information contained in it are useful and usable to an 
audience now. Herodotus, even though he wrote about a war of 40 or 50 years 
before, could have expected his audience to feel it was timely--for certain aspects of 
life are always relevant, and Athens and Sparta were preparing for war (empire vs. 
freedom), and Persia was still a mighty empire with a history of conquest. 
Other questions would be what is the human interest of the story? Is there a 
local/niche/broad-based appeal to the story? Given the quantity, depth, and range 
of material in the Histories, one could point to material to identify several audiences. 
Form 
One likely result of Herodotus' version of audience analysis was an 
understanding of the narrative structures in place during his time. Form, "a set of 
expectations" or "the way something is said in contrast to what is said"46, is often 
going to define the nature of the spoken or written piece. A writer with a theme in 
mind still has some purpose for telling a tale that contains that theme. That 
46 P. Westfall, Beyond Intuition, p. 60-61. The first definition is hers, the second she mentioned is from A 
Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms. Matters of pacing, plotting, point of view, and storytelling techniques 
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purpose, then, shapes how the work is made. 
Herodotus is an accommodating author, for he tells us at least two of his 
purposes directly: 
• " ... to preserve the memory of the past by putting on record the astonishing 
achievements both of our own and of other peoples; and more 
particularly, to show how they came into conflict."47 
• " ... as for myself, I keep to the general plan of this book, which is to record 
the traditions of various nations just as I heard them related to me."48 This 
is reinforced by Herodotus' stated intention to have digressions, as 
mentioned earlier. 
These are not by nature conflicting purposes, but they are different. 
However, they may be viewed as the same if we consider them as both fulfilling the 
purpose to instruct the reader. While we at times find Herodotus trying to make 
truth prevail or defend a point of view, I think generally he is writing in order to 
instruct others. Fornara saw a theme related to the inevitability of war, and he wrote 
"[Herodotus'] intention was to make his listeners understand the crisis of the day in 
historical perspective. "49 
In some sense different purposes have different structures (alternately called 
patterns or organizations) associated with them. Aristotle maintained that " ... one 
could turn Herodotus' work into verse and it would be just as much history as before; 
(like the ring structures and question/answer patterns discussed by Van Der Veen and Lang) are all part of form 
as well. 
47 Herodotus, Histories, p. 41 (Penguin), 1.1. 
48 Herodotus, Histories, p. 178 (Penguin), II.123 
49 Fomara, Herodotus: An Interpretative Essay, p. 80. 
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the essential difference is that the one tells us what happened and the other the sort 
of thing that would happen. "50 This sentiment has led to different genres, such as 
inverted pyramid style, I-style, poetry, drama, novel, short story.51 One could even 
split it down further to fantasy, horror, romance, mystery, and science fiction. Each 
of these subcategories bears with it a set of cultural expectations that authors and 
audiences have agreed to. Authors can break with expectations, but they should do 
so carefully if they wish to succeed in their desired purpose(s). 
Herodotus' style can not be easily defined as belonging to any one genr~, but 
does represent popular genres of the time. Book Two is a travelogue, featuring the 
geography, sights, sounds, and the feel of a foreign place. In other places within the 
Histories he is writing as a dramatist would; he does so by establishing tragic 
patterns for characters (such as Xerxes) and resulting actions. Pieces of the 
Histories can be deconstructed and labeled, perhaps even fruitfully, but not the 
complete work. It does not have that kind of unity, and represents in some ways a 
unique genre merging tragedy, epic, and even sophistic literature. 
World Building 
World building encompasses many things, ranging from establishing the 
authority base of the writer to creating the details that surround the author's theme. 
This is done to fulfill the author's purpose. The form sets up the readers' 
expectation and a properly-built world helps to meet those expectations. Aristotle 
was aware of this when he wrote, "The poet should, more than anything else, put 
things before his eyes, as he then sees the events most vividly as if he were actually 
50 Aristotle, Poetics, IV.9. 
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present, and can therefore find what is appropriate and be aware of the opposite."52 
Using the term "world-building" may seem to imply fiction. The term is often 
connected with science fiction and fantasy, as those two genres often must furnish a 
world different from our own but that is true enough to itself to allow the reader to 
suspend his or her disbelief. It is not the domain of just fiction, although it may be a 
foreign concept in today's news world or creative non-fiction classes. Zamora, in 
"Novels and Newspapers in the Americas", observes that the early North American 
journalists (Twain and Bierce, for example) were storytellers, too, making heavy use 
of "scene". Danielson, Lasorsa, and Ian recommended "Perhaps journalists need to 
think about returning to the literary roots of the news game proponents of the New 
Journalism have advocated. That would mean paying greater attention in the news 
to the old standbys of pace, character and milieu."53 As they observed, "Studies in 
cognitive psychology have shown that familiarity with a topic (prior experience) is a 
key factor in understanding something new about it. A more uncomplicated, 
unfamiliar world might encourage less readable news."54 
Whether we are dealing with fiction or non-fiction, the writer must be aware of 
the kind of world being created. Aristotle insisted, and rightly so, that the actions 
(and by extension the world) in the story must be probable. As Orson Scott Card 
also pointed out, " ... If a tale we're reading or watching on the screen is too familiar, 
51 Westfall, Beyond Intuition, p. 69. 
52 Aristotle, Poetics, chapter 17. He is talking in part about keeping staging in mind while crafting the play, but 
the admonition holds true for other writing as well. 
53 Danielson, Lasorsa, Ian, "Journalists and Novelists: A Study of Diverging Styles", Journalism Quarterly, v69, 
No. 2, p. 445-446. Their study showing that from 1885-1989 newspapers were becoming harder to read while 
novels were becoming easier. While they were concerned with readability, those very words used by an author 
help to shape the world being described in the story. 
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it becomes boring; we know the end from the beginning and switch off the set or set 
the book aside. Yet if it is too unfamiliar, we reject the story as unbelievable or 
incomprehensible. "55 
Herodotus works in a number of ways to help build the world of the Histories. 
In a sense, Books I through V (which ends with the death of Aristogoras, "the author 
of the Ionian rebellion"56) are all building up the personalities, politics, religion, and 
characters that will lead to the initial assault on Greece in Book VI at Marathon, and 
from there to the rest of the Persian war. Even Book II, essentially a travelogue on 
Egypt, could keep a place with the rest of the material, because it helps to build a 
sense of the reality of the peoples and events shaping the region. This lets 
Herodotus segue to a discussion of both Cambyses and his invasion of Egypt in 
Book Three. This leads eventually to the politics and coups going on in the Persian 
court, leading to the rise of Darius, and finally leading to Xerxes. Thus a long chain 
of events is welded together to reveal the reasons--perhaps even the inevitable 
need--for the Greek and Persian worlds to go to war. 
Character 
"Stories grow out of what characters do, and, in turn, what characters do 
grows out of what they want," according to Kress.57 She goes on to explain that the 
writer's one major challenge is "making readers understand a character's motives 
when these motives are not simple. The way you create such understanding is 
54 Danielson, "Journalists and Novelists'', p. 436. 
55 Orson Scott Card, How to Write Science Fiction and Fantasy, p. 19. 
56 Herodotus, Histories, p. 389 (Penguin), Vl.l. 
57 Kress, Beginnings, Middles, and Ends, p. 81. 
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through patterns of incidents."58 But the importance of character goes beyond just 
the simple necessity for them to be present to help make a story. Readers "turn to 
fiction in order to know people better than they can ever know them in real life. If 
your story tells them nothing more about people than they already know, you've let 
your audience down. By sticking to the facts, you cheat them out of the chance to 
learn the truth."59 
Herodotus appears to have some sense of the importance of 
characterization; it would be difficult for someone raised with the literature and 
performances of the tragedies to not understand this. After all, Greek audiences 
could be moved to fine a dramatist for producing too powerful of a work, bringing the 
suffering of the characters to the audience in a real way, as was done with "The 
Capture of Miletus" by Phrynichus.60 While Euripedes hadn't written his character-
driven plays such as "Medea" yet, Aeschylus had produced such plays as "The 
Persians". In that play, Xerxes appears as a tragic character--with whom the 
audience could and would sympathize with-despite having been an enemy who had 
burned the temples and razed Athens twice years before. Card's statement that 
"Once we're caught up in a character's plans and dreams, we're on her side almost 
without limit" rings true here. 61 
Herodotus may not have followed modern strategies and sensibilities for 
building characters, but he certainly did understand basic aspects of character 
building, such as the following adapted from Card: 
58 Kress, Beginnings, Middles, and Ends, p. 84. 
59 Card, Characters and Viewpoint, p. 29. 
60 Herodotus, Histories, p. 395 (Penguin), Vl.21. 
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A character is what he does. This is an echo of Kress's statement regarding 
characters and stories. Leonidas stayed at Thermopylae in order to obey the laws--
religious, moral, legal-of Sparta, remaining a man of principle and duty. Darius 
helped to kill the usurper Smerdis and gained control of Persia, invaded Scythia, 
invaded Greece; he was a king, and an agent of expansion that brought East into 
armed conflict with West. Xerxes, acting as a great king by flexing great power, 
crafted engineering marvels and brought together an army of legendary size that 
resulted in the not-so-final confrontations of 480/479 BCE. 
Characters have motives for what they do. "A character is what he does, yes--
but even more, a character is what he means to do."62 Gelon, the tyrant of 
Syracuse, is given dialogue to show his character in Book 7, but that same dialogue 
helps to imply his motives. He was not going to have it said of him that he was 
ignoring Greece and her peril. Thus, to show his character and means as a king, he 
made an incredible offer of aid tied to a demand that a politically-aware reader 
would understand to be impossible due to the nature and character of the Athenians 
and Spartans to accept.63 Thus the character of the Athenians and Spartans is 
maintained, while Gelon's motive--to refuse to help without explicitly refusing--is also 
made clear. 
61 Card, Characters and Viewpoint, p. 82. 
62 Card, Characters and Viewpoint, p. 6. 
63 Herodotus, Histories, 496-498 (Penguin), VIl.158-162. Gelon offered to contribute 200 warships, 20,000 
heavy infantry, 2000 cavalry, 2000 archers, 2000 slingers, and 2000 light horsemen. He also offered to 
provision the entire Greek army for as long as the war lasted, with his condition being that he must be given the 
supreme command of the Greek. He even later compromised from that demand, modifying it to either supreme 
command of the land forces or supreme command of the navy. Could he have actually have followed through 
with his offer? Sicily was rich, so it may have been possible, but that is not the point. The point is that Gelon is 
shown to have made a kingly offer that he knew would be refused due to the character-in this case the pride--of 
his supplicants. 
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The characters' pasts shape and mold them. This includes how they act and 
what they do. Demaratus, the ex-Spartan king, had joined the Persian court in his 
exile, acting as an advisor to Xerxes. He is stubbornly consistent; as a Spartan, he 
would have been expected to be a straight talker and remains one as he warns 
Xerxes of what to expect at Thermopylae. He gave the best advice as he knew it. 
Whether due to fact or due to Herodotean manipulation of fact, he was invariably 
right, even though Xerxes refused to (or, in his hubris, could not) see it. 
"Nevertheless, though Demaratus' judgement is not so good as yours, he told me in 
good faith what he thought best for me," Xerxes says to Achaemenes after 
Damaratus' advice for splitting the Persian fleet in order to defeat the 
Lacadaemonians. 64 
There are other elements that should be present in character development, too. 
As change of some sort is usually considered a classic requirement of a story, 
characters often must be shown to be capable of change, and that if they do change 
rather than remaining stubbornly consistent, then the new motivation must be 
plausible given their past. Characters should have habits, talents and abilities, 
tastes and preferences. Finally, a character could portray a stereotype--Ephialtes is 
quickly relegated to the stereotype of "greedy traitor''--but characters who break a 
stereotype can surprise us and therefore interest us far more than they might 
otherwise. 
64 Herodotus, Histories, p. 523 (Penguin), VIl.237. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS 
No two authors would ever tell a story the same way, because no two people 
ever care about and believe in the same things to exactly the same degree. 
Every story choice you make arises out of who you are, at the deepest levels 
of your soul; every story you tell reveals who you are and the way you 
conceive the world around you--reveals more about you, in fact, than you 
know about yourself. 
-- Orson Scott Card65 
The Developed Xerxes 
There are three primary ways in which Herodotus builds the character of 
Xerxes. We will find references and adherence to the expectation of a tragic 
character, comparisons between the Greeks and the Persians as personified by 
Xerxes, and Xerxes' actions and reactions during times of action and stress. It is 
important to keep in mind where and how the character of Xerxes was built by 
recourse to Herodotus' imagination, and thus his interpretation of who Xerxes was 
and what he represented. 
References to Xerxes, Themistocles, and other individuals in the following 
analysis are generally referencing the literary character developed by Herodotus. 
The historical Xerxes, for instance, apparently saw himself as a deserving and noble 
king of kings. He saw himself as a pious king, one who followed his sacred duty.66 
65 0. Card, Characters and Viewpoint, p. 16. 
66 Xerxes, "Harem Inscription" from Persepolis. It says, in part (2a through 2e), " ... Proclaims Xerxes the King: 
By the will of Ahuramazda I am of such a sort, I am a friend of the right, of wrong I am not a friend. It is not my 
wish that the weak should have harm done him by the strong, nor is it my wish that the strong should have harm 
done him by the weak. The right, that is my desire. To the man who is a follower of the lie I am no friend. I am 
not hot-tempered. Whatever befalls me in battle, I hold firmly. I am ruling firmly my own will. The man who is 
cooperative, according to his cooperation thus I reward him. Who does harm, him according to the harm I 
punish. It is not my wish that a man should do harm; nor indeed is it my wish that if he does harm he should not 
be punished. What a man says against a man, that does not persuade me, until I hear the sworn statements of 
both. What a man does or performs, according to his ability, by that I become satisfied with him, and it is much 
to my desire, and I am well pleased, and I give much to loyal men." The "Daiva Inscription" shows him smiting 
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That is not quite the image portrayed in Herodotus, due in part to Herodotus' 
particularly Greek understanding of things sacred. This will be discussed more 
thoroughly later. 
Xerxes as the Central Character 
If Herodotus' goal was to tell things as they happened and try to get to the 
literal truth of the matter, then Xerxes was the least likely candidate for 
development. Herodotus would have had the least hope of getting accurate "behind 
the scenes" stories, let alone get an accurate understanding of the nature and 
personality of the man. Even if Herodotus could have talked to high ranking 
Persians in court or in exile, their impressions and stories of the Great King would 
have been affected by many factors, and they could not pretend to know the king's 
thoughts and dreams much better than Herodotus. Nonetheless, Herodotus fully 
characterized Xerxes and does so from an omniscient narrator's point of view. 
Because of the difficulty with finding good sources about Xerxes, Herodotus 
had to make full use of his imagination to create the central character to his story of 
the Persian wars. In the Histories, Xerxes wasn't simply one in a chain of Persian 
kings who had been interacting with Greeks; for Herodotus' overall story, he was the 
man shouldering the responsibility for the conflict of 480-479 BCE. If Herodotus 
was going to make the story of this war be something other than a massive treatise 
of geography and customs, and if he wanted to remain true to his stated purpose of 
preserving the memory of both the great deeds of the Greeks and other cultures, 
then the needs of the story demanded a complete magnificent character to 
the places where daiva (demons, false gods) were worshipped. 
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represent the Persians. 
Herodotus could in theory have chosen one of the other Persian kings. 
However, it would not have been wise to pick Cyrus. While the Greeks would have 
respected his "rags to riches" story and lack of military failure, Cyrus did not have 
tragic traits nor did he portray the current view of a weaker, more effeminate Persia. 
Darius would be better, because with his failure against the Scythians and 
Athenians at Marathon it became possible to see the Persians fail in a large 
endeavor, and Ionia revolted under him. However, the timing did not work well 
enough to pick him, because he died shortly before the major conflict of 480n9 
BCE. Xerxes was a weaker king, a man afflicted by extremes of emotion, and by 
the scope of his actions could be seen by the Greeks as a megalomaniac. Xerxes 
was the obvious and necessary choice to focus on. By focusing on him, Herodotus 
could also help define what it meant to be Greek by way of comparison with Xerxes, 
who came to represent what Persians were like in Herodotus' day. 
Herodotus wanted to bring the decades of fighting and conflict into some sort 
of understandable explanation. Due to the nature of those he was writing for, he 
chose to focus much more on the Persians. While he was not adverse to ascribing 
motives to this Greek individual or that Greek polis, he assumed their motives were 
known by the Greeks. This is shown by the lack of specific characterization and the 
generic contrariness with which he describes the Greeks as a whole. That left the 
Persians, and the world in which they lived, to build and describe. 
The Literary Xerxes 
What kind of character is Xerxes within the Histories? Xerxes was crafted to 
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be a recognizably tragic character, showing that Herodotus was either developing a 
character as the poets would or that he recognized that his audience might better 
understand this complex man if they could at least somewhat typecast him. Xerxes 
is shown to be a human being-filled with both passion and logic, with flaws and 
noble aspects. He is really a fully actualized character, for he has dreams, motives, 
a past, habits, and personality traits; he engages in mighty actions and is supported 
by a network of people. This does not mean that the real Xerxes was the kind of 
man Herodotus described, although the character within the Histories could have 
existed. 
Xerxes was created to be characterized in relation to the Persians, who are 
likewise characterized in opposition to the Greeks. Herodotus spent six books 
crafting the general character of the Persians, before the invasion begins in Book 
Seven. He understood just how critical it was for the Persian past to be shown so 
that the current Persian character could be understood. Certainly he made heavy 
use of fiction, myth, and official propaganda as he developed Cyrus, Croesus, 
Cambyses, and the peoples of Asia. He had living memory of Darius to work with, 
as well as some written sources such as copies of Persian tax lists or even copies of 
the Behistun inscription inscribed on clay or papyrus for determining what Darius did 
and who he was.67 
Xerxes is mentioned by name on approximately 88 pages in the Pelican 
67 There is reason to believe that copies of the pronouncement would have been created. Darius even states in 
the inscription " .. .ifyou do not conceal this edict but if you publish it to the world, then may Ahuramazda be 
your friend .. .ifyou conceal this edict and do not publish it to the world, may Ahuramazda slay you and may your 
house cease." He also says, "You who shall hereafter see this tablet, which I have written, or these sculptures, 
do not destroy them ... "; it seems apparent that there were tablets in addition to the Behistun monument itself. 
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translation of the Histories. No one else has as much time or energy devoted to 
them, although his father Darius comes close, followed by Croesus. Themistocles, 
in comparison, is mentioned on approximately only 16 pages. Thus, the "others"--
the Persians--are very much the focus of the book. As such, Herodotus had to 
understand what his audience expected--what they knew and what they thought 
they knew--about these people in order to create a story featuring them that would 
be accepted by the Greeks. 
Herodotus had pretty much a free rein in choosing what to do with Persians 
as characters. Certainly, he had many tales about them and conversations with 
them during journeys abroad and in Greece.68 I have no doubt he was inclined to 
tell the truth when he could, but being a spectator to things Persian does not an 
expert make. Herodotus was intelligent enough to know this so he began to supply 
details with his imagination--and those details had to be informed by what the 
audience expected and thought that they knew. 
And thus was born the tragic Xerxes. A tragic character, from what Aristotle 
said, is someone of high stature, with noble traits as well as the faults that ultimately 
lead to hubris. The many things that Xerxes did to meet his goals (as described 
below) show a character who epitomizes the good and bad traits of a king and 
tyrant, as well as one who has sufficient stature and hubris to bring down the wrath 
of god. 
Behistun inscription, lines 60, 61, 65. 
68 As for Persian customs, Herodotus describes many things and states "All this I am able to state definitely from 
personal experience""(p.98, 1.140 ); the Athenian exile Dicaeus was with Damaratus on the Elusian plain prior 
to Salamis, and Herodotus indicates the story came from him ''who had some repute among the Persians" (p. 
544-545, VIII.65 ); and the information he heard from Thesander, apparently directly (p. 582, IX.16) are three 
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The Stature of Xerxes 
A character's actions in a story help to define who that character is, and that 
is certainly true for Xerxes. In terms of action, he is the one who leads an army of 
unprecedented size into Greece. His intention was twofold: first, to punish Athens 
and Sparta; and second, to subjugate the rest of Greece, for " .. .I shall pass through 
Europe from end to end and make it all one country .. .thus the guilty and the 
innocent alike shall bear the yoke of servitude. "69 These goals for Xerxes required 
both vast resources and vast vision. Xerxes spent huge amounts of time and effort 
to make that vision a reality. 
Herodotus' Xerxes had to be able to meet the audiences' expectation of 
Xerxes, built up by Aeschylus as 
The raging leader of populous Asia 
Drives his godlike flock against every land 
In two movements: an equal of the gods, born of the golden race, 
He trusts in his stalwart and 
stubborn commanders both on land and on the sea. 
He casts from his eyes the dark 
Glance of a lethal snake; 
With numerous soldiers and numerous sailors 
He speeds on in his Syrian chariot, 
Leading an Ares armed with the bow against famous spearsmen. 70 
Xerxes is often called "raging" in The Persians. Xerxes is tagged with the 
same Greek word "thourios" (raging is one translation) as describes mad Ares in the 
Iliad. This implies haste, a bit of insanity, overweening ego, maybe a divinely 
such instances. 
69 Herodotus, Histories, p. 445 (Penguin), VII.8. 
70 Aeschylus, The Persians, 174-86 
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inspired madness. The chorus, the queen, and Darius (the only characters other 
than the messenger and Xerxes himself) all call him this. Darius wonders, after he 
learns of the bridging of the Hellespont, if "some disease" had affected his son's 
mind.11 This is the character of Xerxes that the Greek audience had already been 
exposed to by Aeschylus' play. Between this characterization and the general 
Greek understanding of tyrants and hubris, Herodotus likely understood that this 
was the kind of Xerxes that the common audience would be expecting from 
subsequent writings. 72 At the same time, Herodotus would have been obligated to 
show this leader of Asia to be human, if he wished to create a fully developed 
character. 
The mobilization of the Persian army and the preparations for the war 
demonstrate extreme magnificence in planning. Herodotus wrote that Darius had 
spent three years after the loss at Marathon preparing for a second invasion of 
Greece but that he died before it came to be. 73 Xerxes did not immediately march 
on Greece after he took the throne, but instead sent an expedition against Egypt. 
Herodotus then says that Xerxes continued to muster troops and arrange supplies 
for another four years after the conquest of Egypt, and did not even begin his march 
against Greece until near the end of the fifth year of his mobilization. Assuming we 
are not dealing with a misunderstanding of when events began, seven and a half 
years worth of preparations for the war with Greece were conducted by the two 
Persian kings. It is only fitting, if true, that his army ''was indeed far greater than any 
71 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1751-752 
72 Evans, Herodotus: Explorer of the Past, p. 61. 
73 Herodotus, Histories, p. 441 (Penguin), VII. I. 
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other in recorded history ... there was not a nation in Asia that he did not take with 
him against Greece ... "74 
The army list in Book Vll.61-99 is a prime example of Herodotus' eye for 
detail to support the splendid image of Xerxes' army. While he likely had a Persian 
document from which he was able to find out the nations that contributed troops, 
cavalry, and sailors, he supplemented that list with details. He described all these 
varied troops from sixty one peoples, with infantry from 46 nations, cavalry from 
eight nations, and sailors from 12. For example: 
First the Persians themselves: the dress of these troops consisted of 
the tiara, or soft felt cap, embroidered tunic with sleeves; for arms they 
carried light wicker shields, quivers slung below them, short spears, 
powerful bows with cane arrows, and diggers swinging from belts 
beside the right thigh ... The Indians were dressed in cotton; they 
carried cane bows and cane arrows tipped with iron ... The Ethiopians, 
in their leopard skins and lion skins, carried long bows of palm-wood--
as much as six feet long--which were used to shoot small cane arrows 
tipped not with iron but with stone worked to a fine point, like the stone 
they use for engraving seals. They also had spears with spearheads 
of antelope horn, and knotted clubs. When going to battle they 
smeared half their bodies with chalk and half with vermilion ... 75 
The fleet was broken down by nation as well as specific numbers for each 
nation, something not done for the army ("As nobody has left a record, I cannot 
state the precise number of men provided by each separate nation"76 , Herodotus 
tells us). Herodotus works hard to describe the pageant of nations and peoples that 
were under obligation to Xerxes and the Persians, both for color as well as to help 
demonstrate just how vast the world of the Persian empire was. 
Included in this part of the Histories is a working-out of the Persian numbers. 
74 Herodotus, Histories, p. 452-453 (Penguin), VII.20-21. 
75 How and Wells, Commentary on Herodotus, p. 151 for the numbers. 
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Herodotus was working with tradition, again, that three million Persians were held off 
at Thermopylae. In Vll.184-187 he calculated that actually (counting camp followers 
soldiers and every other human being in the army train) over five million Asiatics 
invaded Greece. His own calculations indicated just how much food such an army 
would take; but he simply seems to shrug, and let it go with amazement. Again, 
magnificence on a grand scale. 
Xerxes had access to great amounts of manpower as well as skilled artisans 
and engineers. He also apparently had no qualms about using them. His 
preparations for war included bridging the Hellespont, cutting a canal near Mt. Athos 
for convenience in moving his huge navy, and building massive supply dumps to 
provision his huge army. On the move his engineers had a road cut through Thrace 
that remained "untouched to this day," Herodotus wrote, because "the Thracians 
hold it in profound reverence and never plough it up or sow crops on it."11 
While excellent engineering is often a requirement for an excellent army, the 
Greeks might have seen such acts as those of a man filled with hubris. Aeschylus, 
author of the tragedy The Persians, has the ghost of Darius wonder (after he learns 
of the bridging of the Hellespont) if "some disease" had affected his son's mind. 
Calling it "youthful audacity", he scarcely can believe his son's hubris in yoking the 
Hellespont, for that is the kind of thing gods do.78 In an uncommon explicit value 
judgement, Herodotus even says that, in regards to cutting the canal at Mt. Athos, 
"Thinking it over I cannot but conclude that it was mere ostentation that made 
76 Herodotus, Histories, p. 465 (Penguin), VII.60. 
77 Herodotus, Histories, p. 480 (Penguin), VIl.115. 
78 Aeschylus, Persians, l. 751-752 
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Xerxes have the canal dug-he wanted to show his power and to leave something 
to be remembered by."79 Herodotus may simply have ignored the time it would have 
taken to drag 1200 ships across the isthmus as well as a story he reported earlier: 
Darius suffered severe losses (Herodotus reports 300 ships with 20,000 men) near 
the coast of Athos a few years before due to a sudden storm.80 Cutting a canal may 
really may have been a safe time-saving device for Xerxes. 
One can only imagine the further doom that would have befallen Xerxes--in 
the Greek tragic perspective--if the Thracians had refused to cooperate with him. 
Xerxes easily saw the tactical advantage that could accrue to him if he "simply" 
blocked up the Thessalian gorge and flooded Thrace. Cyrus, in conquering 
Babylon, had shown the military usefulness of diverting water flow; Xerxes' 
contemplation of this was not in fact out of bounds by any means.81 However, the 
Greeks would have seen the gorge as a sample of Poseidon's work, because it 
appeared to have been created by an earthquake.82 Blocking it up would have been 
an act filled with as much, or more, hubris than bridging the Hellespont. 
Command Skills and Knowledge of Warfare 
Xerxes' war with Greece was disastrous. Herodotus has Xerxes display traits 
through his command methods that helped personify him as a weak leader to the 
Greek audience. Xerxes' reported actions during battles and other command 
situations help to establish this.83 There is no indication that he led the army, but he 
79 Herodotus, Histories, p. 454 (Penguin), VIl.24. 
80 Herodotus, Histories, p. 403 (Penguin), VI.44. 
81 Herodotus, Histories, p. 118 (Penguin), I. 191. 
82 Herodotus, Histories, p. 484 (Penguin), VII.129-130. 
83 Herodotus, Histories, p. 443 (Penguin), Vll.7. Although little is said of it, in the year after Darius' death 
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made sure that the Persian troops were competently led. His first major foreign 
policy act of his reign was completely successful, even if his major push against the 
Greeks failed. 
Xerxes is not a good commander as the Greeks would think of it, although a 
current viewpoint could see the beginnings of the modern general implicit in Xerxes' 
manner of watching, offering orders, and generally delegating war decisions to the 
acting admirals and generals. Regardless, Herodotus' version of Xerxes meets the 
tradition established by his character in The Persians. Herodotus and Aeschylus 
are working to show a similar mentality of control, one that has his soldiers literally 
whipped into battle (as Herodotus states happened at Thermopylae). For instance, 
prior to the Salamis battle, the messenger in The Persians reported that Xerxes 
gave a pre-battle speech that included the condition that " ... If the Greeks avoided a 
horrid fate, and found some way of escaping secretly with their ships, the prescribed 
punishment for all his men would be beheading."84 The need to whip a soldier into 
action would have seemed wrong to the Greeks, one of the reasons that Demaratus 
would tell the Great King prior to the battle of Thermopylae that the Spartans fought 
because they were obeying the Law (with both legal and divine implications), not out 
of fear of a man or king. As it turns out for the character of Xerxes (and discussed 
more fully later), the gods, too, drive him in the same way that he drove his men. 
Herodotus reported that Xerxes did have Phoenician commanders beheaded 
during the battle of Salamis. This further displays a lack of control on the part of the 
character of the Great King, as well as a ruthlessness of character. 
Xerxes "sent an army against the Egyptian rebels and decisively crushed them." 
46 
Despite instances of command style foreign to the Greeks, and despite 
Xerxes' general lack of understanding (discussed later in his interactions with the 
divine), Xerxes was not a complete fool. He has a shrewd understanding of 
psychological warfare, which he demonstrates when he allows Greek spies to not 
only survive but carry back an accurate report of his troop strength. From his point 
of view, this is a solid tactic, for the sheer size of his army and raw destructive 
potential should break down Greek resistance and bring submission. It was proven 
effective, too, during the march through eastern Europe and Thrace. 
The same tactic, he undoubtedly felt, should have worked at Thermopylae; 
and according to Herodotus, it very nearly did. In fact, the Peloponnesians 
proposed a retreat back to the Isthmus upon seeing the size of the Persian host, but 
the locals (the Phocians and Locrians) objected, and Leonidas "gave his voice for 
staying where they were".85 At this place where the Greeks lost in a blaze of glory, it 
came down to a matter of character; namely, Leonidas fulfilled the role his job and 
culture required of him. This is the kind of character that Xerxes could understand 
in part, for he certainly expected his orders to be fulfilled to the letter. However, the 
sense of sacrifice on part of the king for his people was an element unknown to 
Xerxes, and thus one reason he could not understand these Spartans or these 
Greeks. 
In more practical matters, he allowed Greek merchantmen to continue to ship 
grain to Attica, because, as far as he was concerned, the grain was going to where 
he was going; no harm in allowing the Greeks to handle the logistics. The problems 
84 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1370-372. 
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of logistics and support common to armies in ancient times could make it be good 
sense to not complicate matters by becoming involved with Greek trade. 
Alternately, this understanding of basic psychological warfare may have 
actually been simple arrogance. That would certainly fit in with hubris, and 
Herodotus does leave that interpretation open. 
The Nobility of Xerxes 
Herodotus emphasized Xerxes' noble and magnificent actions. Given the 
power he wielded and the simple splendor of that power, it seems quite possible that 
a native might have reported to have exclaimed upon seeing Xerxes and the army, 
"O God, have you assumed the shape of a man of Persia, and changed your name 
to Xerxes, in order to lead everyone in the world to the conquest and devastation of 
Greece? You could have destroyed Greece without going to that trouble. "86 
Xerxes is more than a simple tyrant who lopped off heads or cut in half those 
who offended him. He also embodies the positive traits of the kingly tyrant. Just as 
the Persian marines honored Pytheas, Xerxes is willing to honor foreigners along 
with his own people.87 He welcomes Demaratus, an exiled Spartan king, into his 
court. While he does not believe and does not understand the facts and truths the 
Spartan shares with him, the character of Xerxes is clearly shown to respect him 
when Xerxes chastises an officer for accusing Demaratus of subterfuge. 
" ... Demaratus is a foreigner and my guest; I should be obliged, therefore, if everyone 
85 Herodotus, Histories, p. 513 (Penguin), VIl.207. 
86 Herodotus, Histories, p. 464 (Penguin), VII.56. 
87 Pytheas was sailor who fought valiantly in a sea battle against the Persians. The Persians, seeing his heroism, 
worked hard to save his life when he fmally fell unconscious. He was later recovered from the Persians at 
Salamis. 
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would refrain from maligning him in the future."88 In this passage he shows a 
remarkably Greek-like view of the duties of the host and responsibility to guest-
friends. 
Xerxes also honored Pythius, the Lydian, who offers Xerxes 3,993,000 gold 
Darics on his own initiative. Xerxes, demonstrating kingly generosity, refuses the 
money and grants the Lydian 7,000 Darics to round out the man's fortune.89 
The Great King displays "truly noble generosity" to two heralds of Sparta, who 
came to Susa in order to offer their lives for Persian heralds that the Spartans had 
slain. He told the Spartans that he would not behave like them, who "by murdering 
the ambassadors of a foreign power had broken the law which all the world holds 
sacred. He had no intention of doing the very thing for which he blamed them ... ".90 
Herodotus wrote later, "Amongst all these numbers there was not a man who, for 
stature and noble bearing, was more worthy than Xerxes to wield so vast a power."91 
In an age of eye for an eye, this is a remarkable act. Certainly the Spartans 
expected to die, and the other Greeks, from their understanding, would have 
expected the same. 
Xerxes' Interaction with the Divine 
It is not so easy to reconcile nobility with impiety. Herodotus clearly didn't 
understand how to differentiate Greek religion and religious practices from those of 
other cultures. He associates foreign divinities with Greek ones in a syncretistic 
88 Herodotus, p. 523, (Penguin), VIl.237. 
89 Herodotus, Histories, p. 455 (Penguin), VIl.28-29. Pythius later illustrates the double-edged sword of 
impressing a king so greatly. 
90 Herodotus, Histories, p. 486 (Penguin), VII.136. 
91 Herodotus, Histories, p. 507 (Penguin), VIl.187. This could be read as sarcasm instead, implying that 
49 
fashion, in what could be viewed as an early attempt to view religious differences 
simply as different points of view of the same god(s). Thus, he has Egyptian priests 
speaking of Demeter and Dionysus as chief powers of the underworld, not 
understanding that their pantheon and religious practices are truly different. In a like 
manner, he does not comprehend the Persian mindset that had only Ahuramazda 
as the one god, Ahriman as the force of evil, and all other gods and spirits as 
demons. But because Herodotus represents a Greek view of divinity, the character 
of Xerxes is shown to have a constant problem with piety vs. impiety because the 
same divine laws apply to all people. If Herodotean standards are applied, Xerxes 
should suffer the same consequences for hubris and impiety as any Greek. 
On the one hand, Xerxes respected the sacred ground in Halos as well as 
showed respect to the house of Athamas92; on the other hand, he attempted to 
invade and rob Delphi, the oracular shrine which was held in perhaps the greatest 
honor of any of the ancient shrines. He had the temples on the Acropolis burnt and 
looted, and walls and statues cast down there as well as in Athens itself. However, 
the next day he ordered captured Athenians to offer sacrifices on the acropolis 
"according to Athenian usage; possibly some dream or other had suggested this 
course to him, or perhaps his conscience was uneasy for the burning of the 
temple. '793 He is shown to be blasphemous yet repentant here, just as he was at the 
Hellespont, which he had lashed and fettered when his first bridge was destroyed by 
a storm, but then offered sacrifice before his armies crossed the second set of 
Herodotus was trying to show Xerxes as ludicrous, one-upping the Spartans in regards to nobility. 
92 Herodotus, Histories, p. 510 (Penguin), VII.197. 
93 Herodotus, Histories, p. 541 (Penguin), VIIl.54. 
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bridges. It could have been an offering, as Herodotus mused, or he could have felt 
sorry for his earlier potentially impious act. 94 
Thus, one of the first things Herodotus needed to decide was whether his 
character really was affected with divine madness. Like many lead characters in 
tragedies before him, Herodotus opted to have the gods lead Xerxes down the path 
of ruin, but he does not make Xerxes "mad"; rather, Xerxes was simply blind to his 
fate. After all, the Xerxes of The Persians and of current Greek understanding 
suffers from hubris, ''with pride in his superior number of ships" but does "not 
understand that this Greek was tricking him, nor that the gods were against them"; 
he "did not comprehend what the gods had in store", "So poorly did he understand 
what was to happen. "95 He repeatedly is shown to be ignorant of the sort of warning 
Amasis gave to Polycrates.96 Xerxes, with grand and magnificent strokes, built an 
army the likes of which the world had never seen, spent years preparing supply 
dumps and logistical support, and had engineering marvels, such as the bridge over 
the Hellespont, constructed. From the Greek perspective, he was bound to get hit 
by Zeus' lightning, for he was the proverbial highest tree. 
Xerxes' blindness is found throughout the Histories. At his first major fight at 
the pass of Thermopylae in Greece, Xerxes "had no idea" of how to deal with the 
deadlock forced upon him by the Spartans and the allies, until the Greek traitor 
94 Herodotus, Histories, p. 464 (Penguin), VIl.54. Xerxes flung a cup, golden bowl, and Persian shortsword into 
the Hellespont as sacrifice prior to the crossing, perhaps "to show he was sorry for having caused it to be lashed 
with whips." 
95 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1352-53; 361-62, 373-74; 455. 
96 As reported by Herodotus, the Egyptian pharaoh warned his friend Polycrates that Polycrates had been too 
successful and was too wealthy. Polycrates had as yet never suffered a setback, and Amasis warns him to avoid 
tempting the gods with continued perfect good fortune. 
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Ephialtes shows a route around the pass and over the top of the mountain to the 
Persians.97 Later, Xerxes is shown to not understand simple human perception as 
he tried to hide the number of Persian dead at Thermopylae, while still allowing his 
soldiers to view the site of the great victory. Herodotus says that " ... Xerxes' 
ludicrous attempt to conceal the number of his own dead deceived nobody. "98 After 
the march begun from the European side of the Hellespont, Herodotus reports that a 
mare gave birth to a hare. However, Xerxes "paid no attention to this omen, though 
the significance of it was easy enough to understand". He had also ignored a 
previous omen in Susa--not understanding that one, either. 99 Ignore the truth or 
fiction of the omens; the character of Xerxes ignores them, and that is the important 
thing. Xerxes fails to believe the nature of the Spartans as Demaratus describes 
them after Xerxes performed a troop review, and he is "unable to believe" 
Demaratus later when the exiled Spartan king tells Xerxes that the Spartans are 
there to fight and die. 100 
Tied with this lack of understanding of life and fate, the Xerxes of Herodotus 
is driven by the gods. Herodotus has his Xerxes receive from Mardonius the same 
sort of advice Aeschylus has his accept. In The Persians, Xerxes does not 
understanding bad advice when he hears it. The Queen says that "Raging Xerxes 
learned the idea [bridging the Hellespont and attacking Greece] from talking with 
97 Traitor is not likely a fair title. Ephialtes' country had already gone over to the Persians, and he himself may 
have been but a simple shepherd whose land and country were being decimated by the hungry Persian hordes. 
Every extra day the Persians camped on the plain meant more danger, expense, and privation for the locals. 
98 Herodotus, Histories, p. 515 (VII.213) for Thermopylae, p. 532 (VIII.25) for his attempt to hide the bodies 
(Penguin), VIII. , which Herodotus placed at 20,000 
99 Herodotus, Histories, p. 465 (Penguin), VIl.57. 
100 Herodotus, Histories, p. 477 and 514 (Penguin), VII.104 and VII.209-210 
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wicked men" who said that he was not increasing the prosperity left by his father at 
all.101 Herodotus echoes this as well during the council of war in which Xerxes 
dismissed Artabarnes' plea for no war with hasty angry words. This character is 
unable to determine the difference between good and bad advice. 
The Herodotean Xerxes chose initially not to invade Greece. This is critical, 
because here Herodotus does two things: he shows Xerxes trying to break the tragic 
cycle of complete non-understanding (as evidenced by Aeschylus' Xerxes and many 
instances of it in his own stories) while at the same time introducing in a dramatic 
way the influence of the gods. "My understanding has hardly yet grown to its full 
strength, and those who would force me into this war do not leave me alone for a 
moment.. .but now I acknowledge the justice of what [Artabanus] has said, and I will 
take his advice ... there will be no war against Greece. Peace is to continue," Xerxes 
says to his councilors. But a dream comes to him, frightening him out of his wits, 
and ultimately forced him to go to war. 102 There was no escape for the Persians, as 
represented by their leader, who would be driven back by God first, then the 
Athenians. 103 Xerxes' attempt at wisdom-restraining his warlike impulse and 
choosing not to expand his realm of power and control--was doomed to fail because 
of divine interaction. Perhaps in the same way as Oedipus, Xerxes' growing into 
wisdom comes too late to save him. 
Aeschylus has Darius say, after his shade has been summoned, that "it was 
101 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1754-759. 
102 Herodotus, Histories, p. 449-452 (Penguin), VIl.12-18 Artabanus is subjected to the same dream-sending 
that afflicted Xerxes; thus, it is being shown as a ''real" event, not just a figment of fancy or imagination, as 
Artabanus described it, in a pretty accurate psychological interpretation of dreams after the first episode. All in 
all, there were three dream-sendings to Xerxes and one to Artabanus. 
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a mighty god that came upon him, to make him lose his judgment."104 Later, he 
points out that "when someone is himself hasty, god lends assistance, too"105, for 
Xerxes has brought disaster upon the Persians sooner-perhaps-than had been 
the original plan (Darius alludes to prophecies that he does not explain). Calling it 
"youthful audacity", he scarcely can believe his son's hubris in yoking the 
Hellespont, for that is the kind of thing gods do. Herodotus ignores the facts to a 
degree, such as Xerxes' age (he was around 40 years old or so at the time of the 
invasion), and also implies a young man, hasty in his actions and driven by destiny 
to fail. Xerxes himself doesn't suffer, although the Persian army will, with few 
managing to make it back to Persia in the end. With death in war as well as by 
famine and disease, his men will suffer, for "the pinnacle of misery and suffering 
awaits them there, in requital for hubris and godless designs. "106 
Xerxes never does believe Demaratus or Artemesia, both Greek advisors, in 
time to save his troops or his plans. Instead, he is drawn down the wrong road by 
bad advisors and the will of the gods. 
Xerxes' Motives for War 
Describing motives can be difficult for historians, because it requires them to 
be in the heads of the characters. This is easy enough for fiction authors, but 
Herodotus wanted his audience to believe his character of Xerxes could represent 
the real thing. One challenge then was to figure out how to bring out those motives. 
103 Herodotus, Histories, p. 487 (Penguin), VIl.139. 
104 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1725-726 
105 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1741-742. 
106 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1807-808. 
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Herodotus knew that his characters needed both motives, as well as motives 
that could reasonably be deduced. He allowed the gods to drive Xerxes to war via 
dreams, even though few could have believed that Herodotus could have known the 
king's dreams. Herodotus also reported arguments from the King's councilors for 
and against the war. This may have been believable to the Greek audience, 
particularly in light of the many arguments they themselves had between options to 
fight or not fight the Persians, where to fight, whether to fight and flee, and so on. 
Nonetheless, as is shown previously and later in this section, Xerxes was 
shaped by his past into being a king who would bring wealth and prosperity to the 
ruling elite of Persia. Herodotus is really describing a sense of manifest destiny. 
As a great king, Xerxes' character type cannot allow acts of impudence 
against him or the empire. Darius, Herodotus says, had a servant remind him daily 
of Athens after his defeat by the Athenians at Marathon in 490 BCE so that he may 
remember to punish them for what they had done. Cambyses, admittedly mad if 
one accepts his portrayal by Herodotus, slaughters friends and families for slights. 
Xerxes, with hasty actions he may later regret, also refuses to accept acts that 
undermine his authority. Pythius the Lydian, who had previously generously offered 
to support the king's expedition with a nation-sized chunk of money, asks Xerxes to 
release Pythius' eldest son from active service to care for his estate; instead, 
enraged by the implication that Pythius was concerned his five sons could die under 
Xerxes' command and thus that there was danger to Xerxes, has the boy cut in half 
and marches his army in-between the two halves. His motives are not noble, but 
they are clear: pride, mistaken expectations, and hubris. 
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Finally, tied to the expectation of his office could have lain a real fear of the 
masses or his own palace members. There were coups and uprisings in the 
Persian empire, and even a popular leader--like the (false?) Smerdis--could be 
overthrown, almost invariably by internal politics and palace coups. Cambyses died 
mysteriously in Egypt and Darius killed Smerdis, so there were immediate examples 
on hand of the results of intrigue101• Thus, there was perhaps an important political 
reason behind Xerxes accepting the counsel to invade Greece, despite the risk. 108 It 
may have been a natural thought to want to expand the empire, or it may have 
provided "job security" to lead an army from Persia and garner a great military 
success to help cement his position. Whatever the reason, Xerxes came out the 
loser of that gamble. Aeschylus predicted (or perhaps was just having the Queen 
and chorus worry for pathos' sake) that with the defeat and death of so many 
Persians, that "not for long now will the inhabitants of Asia abide under Persian rule, 
nor pay further tribute under compulsion to the King, nor shall they be his subjects, 
prostrating themselves on the ground; for the kingly power is destroyed."109 
Aeschylus was wrong, and the Greeks were simply thinking wishful thoughts on that 
matter. 
107 Darius notes in the Behistun inscription that he put down 19 revolts during his first year. Herodotus tells 
both the Smerdis the magi story, but does leave open the possibility that he was real. Between the two sources 
and interpretation, it could be easy to infer that Darius had to put down the rebellions because he was the 
usurper. 
108 Herodotus, Histories, p. 462 (Penguin), VII.SO. Xerxes tells Artabanes that "I would rather take a risk and 
run into trouble half the time than keep out of any trouble through being afraid of everything." He is responding 
to Artabanes concerns about invading Greece, and the danger that the sea and the land pose to the overly-large 
Persian force. 
109 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1584-591 
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Xerxes vs. the People 
Over time, the Persian king became increasingly distant from the people. 
Xerxes is unlike Darius, who, according to Aeschylus, "governed in his wisdom the 
cities rich in wealth and men in the Ionian land colonised by Greeks."110 Herodotus 
is aware that there were not revolts under Cyrus, although Darius had to put down 
rebellions, such as the ones in Babylon and Ionia that he reports. Whether he or 
Aeschylus knew that Darius had to fight 19 battles in his first year, as Darius 
recorded at Behistun, is not clear. Their characters of Darius certainly do not 
indicate such a scope of problems. 
Xerxes certainly is not the warrior king that his forebears were. Cyrus led the 
battles against Croesus of Lydia from the ranks, while Darius marched with his 
troops against the Scythians. Xerxes, however, is often a spectator of his own life. 
He sent an army against Egypt, but did not lead it himself. Herodotus describes 
how Xerxes traveled with his army to Greece. He was present at the battles of 
Thermopylae, the sacking of Athens and taking of the Acropolis, as well as 
ultimately at Salamis, which was the last battle with the mainland Greeks of which 
he played any role. 111 He believed that the battle at Artemisium was not fought as 
well because he was not watching it. Under this logic, Herodotus reports that 
Xerxes had a throne set upon an overlook of Thermopylae as well as at Salamis. 
Not only is he far removed from the active participation involved in being a warrior 
110 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1900-901. 
111 Herodotus, Histories, p. 540-541 (Penguin), VIIl.51-53. Herodotus mentions earlier that some temple 
stewards and needy (old?) men and others who believed that the ''wooden walls" meant the old wood palisade 
around the acropolis, stayed to defended the acropolis. They were briefly successful in their defense, but some 
Persian soldiers managed to scale the summit and ultimately the Persians slaughtered the defenders. 
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king, but both Herodotus and Aeschylus have the Great King wail aloud and cry out 
as things go poorly for his troops. After Salamis, he retreats back to Susa, leaving 
Mardonius in charge of the troops left behind for the campaign in the next year. A 
keen reader of Herodotus would notice that Xerxes only suffered one revolt during 
his entire reign; so while the Great King may not have been the warrior his forebears 
were, his people accepted him. 
In many ways he is a spectator, acting as if life before him is some form of 
board game. The Aeschylian Xerxes asks the Chorus to be a spectator, too; 
"Behold me!" he cries, "I am lamentable! I have become a miserable blight upon my 
family and my fatherland."112 He has finally understood what he has done, and has 
become aware of what it means to the Persians. 
The battle at Thermopylae allowed Herodotus another opportunity to draw 
comparisons between the Greeks and the Persians. Xerxes, in fact, becomes oddly 
weak and stupid in this episode. He sits upon a throne from which he jumps three 
times with cries of alarm for his troops. He is said to have had no idea of what to do 
about the obstinate Greeks entrenched in the pass--which in fact would have been 
ridiculous, for the Persians were a mountain people and would have been sending 
scouts out both to check out the mountainsides as well as to find natives who could 
provide further information. Nonetheless, it is an opportunity to show Xerxes' 
general lack of understanding discussed elsewhere in this analysis. 
Xerxes recklessly throws waves of soldiers at the entrenched Greeks for two 
days, whipping them forward. The fact they were whipped forward could be easily 
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interpreted as a way of differentiating freedom-fighting Greeks from the enslaved 
peoples of Persia as well as to be a comment upon Xerxes' command abilities. At 
the end, Persian troops are reported to have finished off the Greeks with arrows 
rather than risking literal hand-to-tooth combat with the Greek remnants. If it 
happened, it was tactically sound; if not, yet more traditional embellishment to 
demonstrate the Greeks' willingness to fight tooth-and-claw as opposed to the lack 
of manliness of the Persians. 
Unfair or not, Herodotus writes "The Medes charged, and in the struggle 
which ensued many fell; but others took their places, and in spite of terrible losses 
refused to be beaten off. They made it plain enough to anyone, and not least to the 
king himself, that he had in his army many men, indeed, but few soldiers. "113 In 
some sense a back-handed compliment, one that may not have represented the 
true facts. These facts included the Greeks had better armament for a defense of a 
pass between their long spears, great shields, and armor. The Persians, for their 
faults, were worthy adversaries, but Xerxes may not have been. 
In comparing the people, he makes use of the epitaphs inscribed at 
Thermopylae, including the most famous: "O traveler, go tell the Lacedaemonians 
that here obedient to their words we lie"114, including in it the sense not just of moral 
duty but religious as well. He also tells of Simonides' epitaph for his friend Megistias 
the Seer: 
Here fought and fell Megistias, hero brave, 
Slain by the Medes, who crossed Spercheius' wave; 
112 Aeschylus, The Persians, 1932-934. 
113 Herodotus, Histories, p. 514 (Penguin), VII.210. 
ll4 Herodotus, Histories, VIl.228 
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Well knew the seer his doom, but scorned to fly 
And rather chose with Sparta's king to die. 
No Persian is shown to volunteer to stand to his death. In fact, Thermopylae can be 
used to highlight Xerxes' flight from Greece later after Salamis; Leonidas stayed with 
his troops, while Xerxes will later leave them behind. 
Thermopylae also allows Herodotus to continue to use Demaratus as a ''wise 
advisor''. Xerxes, reading between the lines, is concerned about the Greeks being 
as stout of soldiers as the ones who held the pass. Demaratus is able to tell him 
that the 8000 Spartans left home are all as good as the 300 dead here, but that the 
other Lacedaemonians are capable fighters too. He is also allowed to express the 
tactic that the Persians should have taken, which would have allowed them to take 
the Peloponnese from the proverbially rear. Achaemenes was for keeping the fleet 
together, and thus by sheer numbers prevent the Greeks from joining battle with it. 
"Only lay your own plans soundly, and you can afford not to worry about the enemy, 
or to keep wondering what they will do, how many they are, or where they will elect 
to make a stand. They are quite capable of managing their own affairs, just as we 
are of managing ours," he says. m In this, Herodotus' dialogue shows Achaemenes 
a fool; for in all battles one can never ignore details of the enemy. Herodotus surely 
knew this, but uses this scene to help illustrate that the Persians continue to 
misunderstand the Greek world in their overweening confidence. 
115 Herodotus, Histories, p. 523 (Penguin), VII.237. 
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Tradition vs. Herodotus 
The 22nd logos, as described by Caynazzi, runs from Vll.138 to 239, 116 and 
represents an important part of the Histories, featuring several of Herodotus' 
themes, major characters, and the "facts" of the immediate response to the Persian 
invasion. The battle of Thermopylae represents a distinct unit within this section of 
the Histories. This whole logos contains critical events to the war, as well as 
important things that Herodotus wants to point out. In VI I .139, Herodotus 
immediately puts the story into perspective: if Athens had not fought by sea, then 
Greece would have been lost. In contains the famous Delphic oracles to Athens, 
the introduction of Themistocles, the Greek embassies to Gelon the Syracusan and 
others, the march to, and return from, Tempe in Thessaly, a brief mention of the 
Persian navy and the storm that disabled many of their ships, and concludes with 
the battle of Thermopylae. 
Herodotus was not a soldier, and is acknowledged by many scholars as 
having no head for understanding battles. Thus, the battle of Thermopylae itself is 
not described in good detail. Instead, Herodotus made it a vehicle to show 
character as wetl as emphasize themes upon which he worked. On the Persian 
side, Xerxes and Demaratus had several dialogues which help to build their 
character as wetl as to identify that of their enemies the Greeks--using the mirror of 
the other to see yourself. Other important characterization occurs in the embassy to 
Gelon, in which the Athenians can be seen opposing the Spartans and both show 
their lack of ability to cede control to a foreigner for their own good. Themistocles, 
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who was so vital to the actual success of the Greeks, is introduced and slighted 
almost immediately even while his interpretation of the Delphic oracle prompted the 
Athenians to fight. Herodotus at least will not accuse him of bribery until the next 
logos. 
The battle of Thermopylae represents one of the grand traditions that 
Herodotus had to work with as he told his version of the tale. The Greeks lost, of 
that there was no factual doubt. A king of Sparta and 300 or so Spartan soldiers 
died, along with numerous allies, holding the pass into Greece for only seven days, 
of which only the last three saw fighting. It bought a little time for Athens and the 
others to prepare, and certainly cost the Persians great numbers of dead and 
casualties particularly in comparison to the numbers of slain Greeks. But despite 
those tales, the battle was already being used as a benchmark by which to judge the 
Spartans and the fighting prowess of the Greeks. To use a modem phrase, it 
epitomized the Spartan notion of "do or die". 
Other traditions could have been building as well. Herodotus tells us that 
Leonidas actually attacked on the last day of the battle; tactically just as silly a 
notion as it would have been on the first day, but could represent a later 
embellishment done for the sake of demonstrating a fearless militant attitude and 
confidence of men about to die. This would eventually grow into Diodorus' version 
of the last day of battle at Thermopylae, in which the Spartan attack becomes a tale 
of an attack on the very tent of Xerxes. 
Herodotus reports only one saying of one Greek in the Thermopylae section. 
116 www.livius.org, in which Caynazzi's breakdown is accepted for the Histories. 
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Dieneces, a Spartan soldier, gave a famous response to the fact that the Persians 
had so many men that their arrows would block the sun: "This is pleasant news .. .if 
the Persians hide the sun, we shall have our battle in the shade."117 Later 
storytellers, either Diodorus himself or sources he copied from, would add other 
witty sayings, such as the Greek response to Xerxes asking for their disarmament. 
Leonidas says, "If we should be allies of the king we should be more useful if we 
kept our arms, and if we should have to wage war against him, we should fight the 
better for our freedom if we kept them and as for the lands which he promises to 
give, the Greeks have learned from their fathers to gain lands, not by cowardice, but 
by valour."118 Another famous indirect quote was "Leonidas, welcoming the 
eagerness of his soldiers, ordered them to prepare their breakfast quickly, since 
they would dine in Hades"119, eventually to become the modern idiom, "Eat well, for 
tonight we dine in Hell!". Later tradition ascribes Dieneces' quote to Leonidas. 
Xerxes ordered Leonidas' head cut off and put on a pike. Herodotus viewed 
this as an outrage, and felt that it demonstrated Xerxes' great anger towards the 
Spartan. However, he may be displaying an ignorance of what Persian custom was 
towards rebels. Darius wrote in the Behistun inscription: " ... Phraortes was taken 
and brought unto me. I cut off his nose, his ear, and his tongue, and put out one 
eye, and he was kept in fetters at my palace entrance, and all the people beheld 
him. Then did I crucify him in Ecbatana."120 Others, like Tritantaechmes, suffered a 
similar fate. Leonidas was not special enough in any way to avoid that fate. 
117 Herodotus, Histories, p. 519 (Penguin), VII. 227. 
118 Diodorus Siculus, Library, 11.5.4 
119 Diodorus Siculus, Library, 11.9.4 
63 
Summary 
Herodotus created a portrait, not a caricature, of Xerxes. There is no doubt 
that the character exhibits extremes of behavior, but he is generally shown as 
consistent. He is noble and capable of magnanimous gestures, but deals 
fearsomely with those who slight him or question his authority. He is a 
representation of what the Greeks saw as weak within the Persian empire, for he 
lacks courage and trusts in brute numbers and force over skill and manliness. He 
performs actions that despots are known for, grand sweeping actions out of all 
sense of proportion, seemingly done just to show that they can be. His impiety 
catches up with him and his forces are crushed, as the Greek view of history felt 
was right and proper. His character shows the power and the decline that the 
Greeks felt was present in the Persian empire of their day. 
120 Behistun Inscription, 32 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
I think that imagination is the critical "unreal" component of history and 
storytelling. History has the potential to offer more than the simple novel can, 
because while it can do the same things that the fictional novel does, as 
Collingwood wrote, it must also remain true to the evidence, both the physical things 
as well as the events themselves. It is real and human in a way that fiction can only 
imitate. Using creative writing techniques, even if they seem to be the province of 
fiction, is an important step towards achieving the sorts of purposes that historians 
and other "truthtellers" aim at. 
Considering Herodotus used a free hand with using these creative narrative 
techniques, perhaps it is just to call him both the Father of Lies and the Father of 
History--for he helped illustrate what both titles could mean. 
By performing a literary analysis of Xerxes, it became clear that imagination 
and interpretation were vital aspects to the Histories and the broader field of history 
as well. Imagination and interpretation has certainly led to differences of opinion on 
Herodotus. Herodotus was called the Father of Lies by Plutarch in the essay "On 
the Malice of Herodotus", a few hundred years after Herodotus was dead. 
Thucydides said that he was not going to indulge in publicity hunting with his history, 
which may have been an observation or a jab at Herodotus. 121 Cicero spoke of him, 
either as a fantasy author or perhaps more generously as a storyteller.122 0. Fehling 
attacked the truthfulness of Herodotus in a 1971 scathing attack, essentially 
121 Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War, 1.22. 
122 A. R. Burn, Histories, p. 29. 
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contending that Herodotus made most of his material up. 
The nature of history has been debated for centuries, with the likes of Vico, 
Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and Croce weighing in on the debate. 123 A big problem that 
history contends with is the belief that it is a science. I can agree with that to a 
point, because science is a "knowing". It is possible to know the past in that sense. 
Modern historical practice also makes use of the scientific method, at least to the 
extent that the historian should be as careful and complete in evaluating evidence 
as possible. Collingwood pointed out, "Science is finding things out; and in that 
sense history is a science."124 
However, I do not believe that history is something reducible to fundamental 
universal laws in the same manner as other sciences (like math or physics). This is 
what 18th and 19th century philosophers attempted to force the study of history to 
provide. For that matter, the modern meaning of science still implies evidence, 
proven or disproven theories, and empirical facts. These lead to the test of 
repeatable phenomena, and that is outside of what researchers of history can do. 
History has another problem that will not go away, barring the invention of a 
time machine. Once a moment in time has passed, it is tangibly gone. The moment 
and the events within it cannot be physically reexamined, nor can they be tested 
time and again to make sure that conclusions taken from them are correct. The 
past is dead and gone. Since it is unattainable, anything we learn from it is filtered 
through someone's perspective--or many such layers of perspective. That leads to 
123 Collingwood and White both give overviews, surveys, and responses to some of these and others in The Idea 
of History and Metahistory, respectively. Eco discusses Vico in Talking of Joyce and others in Six Walks in the 
Fictional Woods. 
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a world that could be summed up with E. L. Doctorow's belief that "there is no fiction 
or non-fiction, that there is only narrative, only constructed versions of the world."125 
There is no doubt that we can understand and know things about the past; 
our own memories, faulty though they may be, are a testament to that. As 
Collingwood said in The Idea of History, historical understanding requires a 
"reenactment of past thought". This is nothing more complex than interpretation of 
the data available. The data may be a book such as the Histories, or it can take 
other forms like a soldier's diary, a flint Pleistocene knife that matches grooves in a 
mammoth's rib cage, or the pyramids of Giza. 
The word "historia" to Herodotus would have meant something like 
"researches" or "inquiries". He asked questions, and lots of them, to Egyptians, 
Lydians, Persians, Babylonians, and Greeks from Athens, Samos, Sparta, and other 
city states. He asked his questions over the course of years, as well as over three 
continents. Asking questions implies authorial interpretation simply to create the 
question, as does dealing with the answers. Herodotus tells us often that he has 
multiple versions of one tale; in the case of Cyrus, for example, he explicitly says 
that he will give us the one he believes. 
In terms of writing, employment of creative narrative techniques and basic 
story emplotment require interpretation on the part of the author. Certain details, 
facts, and characters are deemed important for the central narrative that story is 
going to tell. There is no way every detail could be included, nor should every detail 
124 Collingwood, The Idea of History, p. 9. 
125 Paraphrased from L. P. Zamora, "Novels in Newspapers in the Americas", re: E. L. Doctorow "False 
Documents", American Review, 26 (Nov. 77), p. 215-232. 
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be included. This emplotment represents the story, and "a story is not a 
replacement of one set of words by another--plot-synopsis, detailed recounting, or 
analysis. The story is what happens in the reader's mind as his eyes move from the 
first word to the second to the third, and so on to the end of the tale."126 
I know that other disciplines can make use of creative interpretation. As this 
thesis was being written, the Nov/Dec 2002 issue of Archaeology appeared, 
containing an article about Jean Auel. In that article, Olga Soffer of the University of 
Illinois says, "I think she has done us an enormous service ... We [archaeologists] 
can't write for normal people, so I don't think we convey the excitement that drew us 
into the field."121 Auel writes fiction, well researched and ''true to life" but fiction 
nonetheless. 
I saw that same kind of excitement in a number of reviews of Steven 
Pressfield's Gates of Fire, a well-researched fiction tale of the battle of 
Thermopylae, and more importantly, of the Spartan character. One reviewer began 
by writing the following: 
480 B.C .... The Battle of Thermopylae - why should you care? 
Because this battle set the standard for heroism, dedication to duty 
and for giving one's own life ... willingly ... .for one's country. This novel 
captures this precious moment in time better than any book EVER 
written on the subject. 128 
Pressfield did genuine research into Herodotus, Plutarch, and Diodorus Siculus. He 
talked with a weapons master about hoplite warfare and brought his own knowledge 
126 Delany, The Jewel-Hinged Jaw, p. 24. 
127 Blake Edgar, "Chronicler oflce Age Life", Archaeology, Nov/Dec 2002, p. 38. Soffer goes on to report that 
the release of a new Auel novel generates increased interest in Soffer's courses, "People of the Ice Age" and 
"Novel Archaeology". 
128 Jeff Clow, EOpinions.com, 10/22/99. 
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of army training to bear on the story he created. According to the premise of this 
thesis, he did a good thing. I believe that the study of history is crucial to our 
society's health and well being and applaud the use of new techniques to bring 
interest, excitement, and most of all, understanding to the field. As an historian, I 
can recognize historically dubious aspects of Pressfield's tale, things that a true 
researcher would be hesitant to include. However, I believe the interest and 
understanding of the human condition that can be had from history warrant the 
occasional liberty if ethically applied. The danger is that modern agendas could use 
that liberty to pervert the past for their own purposes. Because of that, I think it is 
vital for the historical writer to remain as true as possible to the facts and research. 
Stories usually center around characters. I think Auel and Herodotus may 
have shared a similar trait; as she said in "Chronicler of Ice Age Life" in regards to 
reading and researching, "That's how my mind worked when I read this material...! 
kept seeing the people in it."129 Herodotus was fascinated with the barbarians, the 
title applied to all non-Greek speaking peoples, and fills the Histories with them and 
their leaders. Pure scientists will complain that we shouldn't offer up misguided 
sentiment about people who were "profoundly different from us in ways we can 
demonstrate, ways we can guess, and presumably, in ways we can't even imagine.", 
as archaeologist John Adlen criticized Auel for in the same article. As a writer and 
storyteller, I'm obliged to disagree.130 I think Herodotus would have, too. 
129 Blake Edgar, "Chronicler oflce Age Life", Archaeology, Nov/Dec 2002, p. 39. 
130 At the same time, I am happy to acknowledge that one needs to be careful with such trends. I think 
Herodotus built up an image of the "other'' in part to help define what it meant to be Greek. He often 
misunderstands the barbarians, applying Greek thought and customs to their culture when he definitely should 
not. Nonetheless, we have still learned something about both peoples despite his errors and successes. 
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Historians, unless they are some sort of cut-and-paste historian grubbing 
around in what has already been written and creating a new text by fitting together 
pieces of old ones, are interpreting data both as researchers and as writers. They 
must determine how the available evidence in hand meshes with their current 
understanding of the topic, performing an act of cognition to do so. Thus, they are 
already working in the same realm as the writer. It is a short step, then, to compare 
the historian with the novelist. Collingwood observes: 
The resemblance between the historian and the novelist. .. here 
reaches its culmination. Each of them makes it his business to 
construct a picture which is partly a narrative of events, partly a 
description of situations, exhibition of motives, analysis of characters. 
Each aims at making his picture a coherent whole, where every 
character and every situation is so bound up with the rest that this 
character in this situation cannot but act in this way, and we cannot 
imagine him as acting otherwise. The novel and the history must both 
of them make sense; nothing is admissible in either except what is 
necessary, and the judge of this necessity is in both cases the 
imagination. Both the novel and the history are self-explanatory, self-
justifying, the product of an autonomous or self-authorizing activity; 
and in both cases this activity is the a priori imagination. 
As works of imagination, the historian's work and the novelist's do not 
differ. Where they do differ is that the historian's picture is meant to 
be true ... 131 
I believe Collingwood meant that the historian had to be as rigorous as 
possible in admitting and examining all of the historical evidence about which he or 
she writes. The good historian can not discard a fact simply because it does not fit 
the picture he or she wished to build. The act of writing well, then, allows the 
historian to bring the analysis of material to the audience in the most effective way. 
The foreword (written by John Herington) to James Romm's book Herodotus speaks 
to this issue: 
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"It would be a pity," said Nietzsche, "if the classics should speak to us 
less clearly because a million words stood in the way." His forebodings 
seem now to have been realized ... the vast majority of the studies listed 
will prove on inspection to be largely concerned with points of details 
and composed by and for academic specialists in the field. Few are 
addressed to the literate but nonspecialist adult or to that equally 
important person, the intelligent but uninstructed beginning student; 
and of those few, very few indeed are the work of scholars of the first 
rank, equipped for their task not merely with raw classical erudition but 
also with style, taste, and literary judgement. 
It is a strange situation. On one side stand the classical masters of 
Greece and Rome, those models of concision, elegance, and 
understanding of the human condition, who composed least of all for 
the narrow technologists, most of all for the Common Reader (and, 
indeed, the Common Hearer) ... 132 
While Herington is rebuking a style of writing, his important message is that 
the study of history used to be done for the general benefit of all. Collingwood also 
wrote that history is "for" human self-knowledge: 
Knowing yourself means knowing, first, what it is to be a man; 
secondly, knowing what it is to be the kind of man you are; and thirdly, 
knowing what it is to be the man you are and nobody else is. Knowing 
yourself means knowing what you can do; and since nobody knows 
what he can do until he tries, the only clued to what man can do is 
what man has done. The value of history, then, is that it teaches us 
what man has done and thus what man is. 133 
This helps to explain the value of creative writing, too. Certainly creative 
writing can be for simple entertainment, something of the moment, something 
without the reflection that Collingwood requires of a philosophical thinker of history. 
However, hearkening back to Card's comment that part of the purpose of fiction is 
"to give a better understanding of human nature and human behavior than anyone 
131 Collingwood, The Idea of History, p. 245-246. 
132 Herington in Romm, Herodotus, p. ix. 
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can ever get in life", you can see similar tracks of thoughts in theoretically different 
disciplines. And what is the purpose of journalism? It is writing about news, about 
the here-and-now in some way, whether it is an editorial about the value of riverboat 
gambling, a news story about the nuclear weapons program in North Korea, or 
reporting the community excitement about the 7-1 start for a perennially bad college 
football team. But what is gained by the reader? An understanding of the world, 
brought up to date by the news, an understanding that can change day-to-day. This 
seems to me to be just as much a part of Collingwood's view of history as it is 
Card's view of fiction. The primary purpose is to help make sense of the human 
condition. 
The narrative techniques discussed in this study can be used to help bring 
the study of history to a wider audience, and this thesis demonstrates that 
Herodotus, sometimes called the Father of History, made free use of them. While 
we will ultimately have higher standards of methodology and of evidence seeking 
than that early pioneer had, we can still learn from his example. 
133 Collingwood, Idea of History, p. 10. 
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